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It is now clear that evangelicalism is the largest and most actively 
committed form of Christianity in the West. The future of the 
movement has thus been the subject of intense discussion of late, in 
the light of its continuing successes and expansion. In my earlier 
work, Evangelicalism and the Future of Christianity,' I explored a 
series of questions concerning the identity, strengths and weaknesses 
of the movement. The present volume seeks to build on this earlier 
work, by considering the intellectual coherence of evangelicalism 
with a view to considering what its future might be in a 
postmodern western world, with its competing ideologies and 
widely diverging theories of legitimation. Evangelicalism has long 
since got past the stage where it needs to feel defensive about 
anything, and is perfectly capable of mounting a sustained bid both 
for a justified presence within the academic community, and for 
intellectual respectability as a serious option for thinking people in 
today’s world. Yet evangelicalism has generally not fostered any 
serious attempt to engage with the life of the mind, by encouraging 
believers to think within a specifically Christian framework across 
the entire spectrum of modern learning and culture. 

This clearly signals the need for evangelicalism to engage with 
the leading worldviews of our day, with a view to laying the 
foundations for the emergence of what Mark Noll has termed ‘the 
evangelical mind’? This can be done only on the basis of a 
theological vision. While the ‘evangelical mind’ embraces many 
aspects of life, including politics and work, its ultimate foundation 
must be grounded in an understanding of the nature and purposes 
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of God. The formation of an evangelical mind requires confidence 
in the intellectual coherence and credibility of the evangelical vision 
in general. Yet despite the fact that evangelicalism has been 
articulating a coherent theological vision for several hundred years, 
there is a perceptible reluctance on the part of many evangelical 
leaders today to become involved in academic theological debate. So 
how is this reluctance to be explained? What insights does it allow 
into the nature of evangelicalism itself? 


Evangelical hostility towards academic theology 


Despite its long history of theological reflection, evangelicalism is 
widely regarded as the new kid on the academic block. For many, 
it has not been a welcome arrival. The word ‘evangelicalism’ 
continues to evoke images of the anti-intellectualism especially 
associated with North American fundamentalism during the 1920s 
and 1930s. Yet evangelicalism has long since moved on from the 
defensive posturing and over-reactions of this critical period. Since 
the Second World War, evangelicalism has increasingly shown itself 
to be concerned about intellectual issues, without in any way 
weakening or compromising its concern for pastoral and spiritual 
matters. Yet this new interest in theology has raised a number of 
issues relating to the identity and goals of the movement. 

To refer to the ‘intellectual coherence’ of evangelicalism is 
inevitably to talk about evangelical theology. On account of its 
recent history in North America, a significant constituency within 
evangelicalism has had a markedly ambivalent attitude towards 
theology in the last generation. Since its emergence as a major 
presence in global Christianity after the Second World War, at least 
a large section of the evangelical movement has not seen sustained 
theological engagement as a pressing priority on its substantial 
agenda. Why is this? 

Four major reasons may be given, each of which merits further 
exploration. Three of these are particularly associated with North 
American, rather than with British, evangelicalism, which accounts 
to some extent for the very different intellectual ethos associated 
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with the American and British wings of the movement. 

1. The fundamentalist heritage of North American evangel- 
icalism distanced it from academic theology for a generation. This 
factor is of little significance in Britain, where there has been a long 
history of evangelical involvement in academic theology. 

2. Particularly in North America, evangelicalism has come to 
place emphasis on pragmatic criteria of success, which has led to a 
retreat from theological engagement on account of its questionable 
utility for pastoral and evangelistic practice. 

3. Academic theology is under an obligation to respond to the 
secularizing agenda of the professional academy, which distances it 
from the life and concerns of the Christian churches. 

4. Theology is potentially élitist, and thus strongly in tension 
with the populist character of North American evangelicalism. 

We shall explore each of these points in what follows. 


l. The fundamentalist legacy 


The rise of fundamentalism in North America during the 1920s is 
of decisive importance in relation to understanding the ambivalent 
attitude within evangelicalism in this region to theology.‘ The rise 
of fundamentalism had an impact on the evangelical commitment 
to scholarship in general which shows distressing parallels with 
events during the so-called ‘Cultural Revolution’ in the People’s 
Republic of China. Both divorced a generation from mainline 
academic engagement, making the subsequent process of 
reintegration both painful and hazardous. And in the meantime, 
American universities and colleges have generally drifted still 
further away from their foundational Christian moorings, making 
that reintegration additionally problematical. Evangelicalism, which 
seems to have yet to recover fully from the lingering influence of 
the fundamentalist insistence that it was exempt on religious 
grounds from any kind of thinking or cultural engagement,’ still 
retains a reputation for intellectual shallowness in some quarters. 
The fundamentalist legacy is not, however, totally to blame for 
evangelicalism’s lack of commitment to intellectual engagement. It 
is arguable that it is the present fixation of the movement on the 
American therapeutic culture of ‘feel-good-ism’ which is as much to 
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blame for the intellectual weakness of the movement. We shall 
explore this in what follows. 


2. The dominance of pragmatism in evangelicalism 


In a penetrating and important recent study, David F. Wells has 
argued that evangelicalism has lost whatever grasp it once had of 
the importance of theology.’ The strongly pragmatic nature of the 
movement has, he suggests, led to an emphasis on church growth, 
feel-good preaching and styles of ministry informed largely by 
secular psychology. The role of classical theology has become 
seriously eroded, with evangelical seminaries failing to allot it the 
place of honour it was once universally acknowledged as possessing. 
No longer is theology regarded as integral to maintaining and 
nourishing Christian identity in the world, or as a seminal resource 
in forging new approaches to ministry. “The responsibility of 
seeking to be a Christian in the modern world is then transformed 
into a search for what [Edward] Farley calls a “technology of 
practice”, for techniques with which to expand the church and 
master the self that borrow mainly from business management and 
psychology.” There is a widespread consensus within evangelicalism 
that Wells has identified a real and worrying trend within the 
movement, even if his particular presentation of these defects 1s 
perhaps somewhat overstated. Wells suggests that the problem lies 
with evangelicalism, and makes some wise and helpful comments 
concerning the causes and possible consequences of this neglect. 
Although evangelicalism has produced a substantial and 
sustained theological output since the Second World War,’ it has 
tended to focus on a series of more practical issues relating to 
church growth and evangelism, where theology exercises a less 
obvious - although arguably important - role. The strongly 
populist and activist tendency within North American 
evangelicalism inevitably means that theology is seen as an applied 
science, orientated towards the practical life of the church. Yet this 
reflects a wider aspect of American culture as a whole: the ‘evasion 
of philosophy’, which can be described as a tendency to address 
cultural problems, rather than to indulge in philosophical analysis. ° 
The ‘evangelical evasion of theology’ reflects a broader cultural 
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trend which casts doubt on the merits and necessity of theoretical 
analysis, and prefers to engage directly with the issues of the day. 

Yet there are other issues involved, not least the manner in 
which academic theology is viewed as having become adrift from 
the life of the Christian community. If evangelicalism has 
marginalized academic theology, the problem lies at least in part 
with that theology itself, which has failed to ensure that it 
understands for itself, let alone communicates to others, its 
distinctive role within the evangelical community. Theology cannot 
expect evangelicals to assume that it possesses relevance, given the 
widespread contempt for academic theology within the church at 
large. It must demonstrate that relevance to a constituency whose 
very success has rested on its insistence that relevance is an issue. 

Evangelicalism has always been aware that no revival in history 
has ever been born out of a renewed interest in purely academic 
theology. The renewal of evangelical theology depends upon the 
renewal of evangelicalism. It is not theology which brings a revival 
into being. Theology is what erupts from a self-confident and 
reflective community of faith, in possession of a vision of why it 
exists and what it proposes to do. It is the expression, not the cause, 
of that vision. As Ninian Smart has perceptively pointed out, 
‘doing theology, in the proper sense, is articulating a faith’.”’ If 
there is no faith to articulate, theology has nothing to convey or 
express. Theology may help the evangelical community to judge, 
reformulate, contextualize and better articulate its vision - but it 
cannot create that vision in the first place. A vibrant tradition of 
theological reflection is the outcome, rather than the cause, of a 
dynamic community of faith.” 

This point can be seen clearly from the ‘Death of God’ 
controversy, which erupted during the 1960s." Much attention was 
then paid to its theological ideas. However, it is now clear that too 
little notice was taken of what is now being recognized as a lack of 
religious vitality within the mainline churches which seems to have 
occasioned the emergence of this theology. 


While most of the philosophy and theology contained in the 
‘Death of God’ literature seems to be very second-rate or 
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worse, it is very necessary to reflect on how absolutely deadly 
must have been the experience which the writers of this 
literature must have had, both in the worshipping and in the 
theological lives of their churches. For example, the God whose 
death is proclaimed in Thomas Altizer’s The Gospel of Christian 
Atheism is a very sick God indeed. But someone must have 
given him this idea of God. The evidence suggests that 1t comes 
from a very sick church.” 


A church without any sense of vision and purpose, lacking any 
expectations of what God could do with it, inevitably leads directly 
to a weary, unfocused and irrelevant theology. 

This observation would therefore seem to suggest that the 
future wellbeing of evangelicalism lies in evangelistic activism, 
perhaps - but by no means necessarily - coupled with the vigorous 
pursuit of sustainable spiritualities and an increased engagement 
with social and political issues. An emphasis on the issue of 
personal salvation, such as that which lay behind the complex 
network of regional revivals usually linked together as the ‘Second 
Great Awakening’,” is therefore widely regarded as integral to 
evangelical consolidation and expansion. The preaching styles 
associated with such revivals ~ populist sermons aimed at an 
emotional response - reflect the wish to bring audiences to the 
point where they were prepared to make commitments of personal 
conversion, on the basis of an immediate existential decision rather 
than a careful process of reflection." On the basis of the highly 
pragmatic criteria which evangelicalism has tended to use to 
measure its successes, theology had little discernible role to play in 
the serious business of conversion. 

The importance of this point cannot be overstated. 
Evangelicalism has become a mass movement precisely because 
evangelicals have been concerned to identify and promote its 
popular appeal. Its activist, immediate and somewhat individualist 
approach to the Christian faith has ensured that it has maintained 
a high presence and profile in a culture increasingly tending 
towards democratic individualism. So who needs theology? There 
is no place for a version of the Christian faith which has become so 
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cerebralized that it has become the preserve of a small academic 
élite, and has lost any clear links with the concerns and issues 
confronting Christians in their everyday lives. And that, in the 
view of most evangelicals, is where theology takes us. 

I am uneasy about this viewpoint. Yet, in offering a criticism 
of it, I must make it clear that the anti-theological ethos which 
pervades popular evangelicalism embodies much wisdom and 
insight. Much theology is irrelevant, arrogant and élitist. The failure 
or unwillingness of so many academic theologians to concede this 
point seems to me to be nothing short of scandalous. It reminds me 
of Hans Christian Andersen’s story of the emperor’s new clothes, 
in which nobody was prepared to admit the obvious (on account 
of cultural pressures) until it became patently obvious that the 
illusion could no longer be sustained. 

When all is said and done, however, this remains a critique of 
a particular style of theology - what one might loosely call 
‘academic theology’, not in the sense of an informed and thoughtful 
theology, but a theology whose agenda is dictated by the values and 
goals of the academy; an academy which is not merely preoccupied 
with a series of purely ‘academic questions’ (in the negative sense 
of this phrase), but which conducts its debates on the basis of a 
series of non-Christian or anti-Christian assumptions. We shall 
explore this point in what follows. 


3. The secularism of the academy 


The days are long since past in which ‘the academy’ was equated 
with learning, wisdom and personal integrity. Evangelicals have 
noted with concern some increasing indications that the modern 
American academy seems to have more to do with élitism, 
ideological warfare and rampant anti-religious propaganda than with 
learning.” Especially in the United States, some academic 
theologians have often seemed to be little more than acolytes to 
these trends, articulating what often turn out to be profoundly 
illiberal theologies and firing both their opponents and less than 
totally enthusiastic colleagues, rather than engaging in the dialogue 
for which the academy was once noted, honoured and valued.'* The 
strongly institutionalized liberal ethos of the modern American 


I5 


a passion for truth 


university, which is widely perceived to be anti-Christian (although 
it is arguably hostile to public commitment of any kind, religious 
or otherwise), ? has reinforced both the determination of 
evangelicals to remain faithful to the gospel, rather than the latest 
cultural trend, and their perception that ‘academic theology’ 1s at 
best an irrelevance to be avoided, conditioned and sustained by a 
series of secularizing and relativizing assumptions. 

These evangelical perceptions may not always be entirely 
justified, and may occasionally reflect misreadings of complex 
situations. For example, it is important to distinguish between the 
social process of ‘secularization’ (in which functions once associated 
with the church are taken over by governmental agencies),”” and the 
ideology of ‘secularism’ (which aims to eliminate religion from the 
public arena). The secularization of the academy does not 
necessarily imply that it is committed to a secularist ideology. 
Nevertheless, it is clear that the academy has a substantial way to 
go before it allays evangelical fears that its agenda is, whether in 
intent or merely in effect, anti-evangelical. 

Yet evangelicalism is not alone in sensing that academic 
theology now lies on the margins of Christian life. There is a 
widespread perception within the churches that academic theology 
has largely lost whatever connections it may once have had with 
the mission, concerns and life of the church. The relation of 
academic theology and the Christian church is thus problematical 
~ at least, for theologians. To put it bluntly, nobody seems to want 
them any more. It is possible to be cynical about much modern 
theology, and to see it as kept going by academics concerned both 
to perpetuate themselves and their institutions, and to distract 
attention from their growing irrelevance and marginalization. The 
abstracts of the American Academy of Religion all too often reveal 
items such as the following, which reinforce this increasingly 
influential perception. 


Taylor’s metaphorical ‘body’, then, is an (ex)tension of the 
phallocentric and phallocratic technology of modern theology, 
now confined to a two-dimensional wordplay indifferent to the 
cries and joys of a richly signed wor(l)d.”" 
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This could easily be dismissed as pompous posturing, devoid of any 
significance except as an example of the felt need to mount 
obscurity upon obscurity in an endless spiral of self-validation — a 
classic example of what Charles Newman has called ‘the inflation 
of discourse’, in which verbal pretentiousness is deliberately 
cultivated and any relationship to public utility or relevance is 
abandoned.” But it seems to me that it represents something much 
more mundane. It is a cry for help. It is a desperate plea to be 
noticed, a public announcement of one’s relevance and significance 
to a world which has quite obviously lost whatever interest it may 
once have had in academic religion. On this showing, it is highly 
unlikely to regain that interest. 

A further point of importance concerns the postmodern 
aversion to questions of truth (see pp. 189-197). Modern western 
academia occasionally allows its critics to gain the impression that 
it has lost any concern with issues of truth, and has opted for an 
easy accommodationism through appeasement of various ideological 
factions, irrespective of the merits of their cases. Evangelicalism’s 
passion for the truth of the gospel cannot be accommodated within 
this context. The evangelical critic of the modern academy will 
point to its failure to address the issue of truth with sufficient 
seriousness, and argue for the vulnerability of the postmodern 
outlook in consequence. Evangelicalism recognizes the need for 
commitment; the academy prefers to stress detachment. 

Academic theologians occasionally refer to evangelicalism as 
‘naive’. Yet this epithet requires translation. On closer examination, 
this generally turns out to mean something like ‘refusing to 
acknowledge the imperium of the academy’, or ‘failing to accept the 
norms of a self-serving and closed academy’. In short, the term has 
little to do with intellectual ability or scholarly activity; instead, it 
focuses on the refusal of evangelicalism to become subservient to 
the ideology of what is coming to be seen as an increasingly 
marginalized and anti-religious academy. 

In this environment of growing scepticism concerning the 
merits and viability of academic theology, evangelicalism has 
insights to offer which are of relevance beyond its own boundaries. 
Theology is the servant of the church. Evangelicalism has always 
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seen theology as part of a greater whole, rather than as a 
professionalized department which is isolated from the life of the 
church as a whole. The theologian is not someone who stands 
above the community of faith, but someone who is deeply involved 
in its life of worship, prayer, adoration and evangelism. 

For evangelicalism, the theologian is one who 1s called to serve 
the community of faith from within. Part of that service is criticism 
of its ideas and outlooks - but it is a loving and caring criticism on 
the basis of shared Christian beliefs and commitments, rather than 
the modern criticism of the Christian community by academic 
‘theologians’ on the basis of secular beliefs and values, often 
radically agnostic or atheistic, which that community feels no 
pressing reason to share. For evangelicalism, academic theology is 
as élitist as it is irrelevant; indeed, its irrelevance may have a direct 
proportional relation to its élitism. In view of the importance of 
the perceived élitism of the academy, we may turn to deal with this 
point in more detail. 


4. The élitism of academic theology 


Academic theology is widely seen as intellectually elitist, and 
coritemptuous of the concerns of ordinary Christian believers. The 
élitism of theology raises serious concerns for evangelicalism, 
especially in North America. As we noted earlier, North American 
evangelicalism is a strongly populist movement, with a genuine 
heartfelt concern for the issues which are of importance to ordinary 
Christian believers. It takes seriously the ideas of ordinary people. 
Nobody has thought that about academics of any kind for a very 
long time; indeed, the popular stereotype of academia as being an 
‘ivory tower’ detached from - and even contemptuous of - popular 
culture is too close to the truth for comfort. The detachment of the 
academy from the realities of everyday life is widely linked, at least 
in popular perceptions, with the élitism of the academy. 
Evangelicalism, then, has little time for the élitism of academic 
theology, and is primarily concerned with addressing the issues 
faced by ordinary people. Yet it must be appreciated that 
‘populism’ has its limits. Evangelicalism has ensured that the 
relevance of the gospel to popular culture is never sidelined through 
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an improper concern for purely academic issues. Popular culture, 
however, often shows an alarming trend towards shallowness.” This 
intellectual superficiality often means that the ideas of one 
generation - or even decade - are discarded in the next. 
Evangelicalism needs to ensure that its concern for popular appeal 
is never gained or maintained by throwing overboard the deep 
theological roots of the Christian faith, which provide it with 
stability and depth across generational divides. A purely ‘academic’ 
theology is élitist and irrelevant; a populist theology may well have 
mass appeal without having any depth. Theology, rightly 
understood, is about intellectual and spiritual depth and staying 
power. Given both the widespread contempt for the concern of 
ordinary Christians by academic theologians and the shallowness of 
populist theology, evangelicalism would do well to encourage the 
emergence of sustained serious theological reflection from a 
committed standpoint within the Christian community, and see the 
theologians as believers who think for themselves and for others 
within the community of faith. 

A similar approach was advocated by the Marxist writer 
Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937), who used the sixteenth-century 
Reformation as a paradigm for his notion of the ‘organic 
intellectual’. This idea is of considerable importance to 
evangelicalism, as it reflects on the proper place of theology within 
its ranks. Gramsci argues that two distinct types of intellectuals can 
be discerned. In the first place, there are those who are imposed 
upon a community by an external authority. These ‘traditional 
intellectuals’ were not chosen by that community, and have 
influence only in so far as that authority is forced upon the 
community. In contrast to this, Gramsci notes - and commends - 
the idea of ‘organic intellectuals’, understood as thinkers who 
operate and are respected within a community, and who gain 
authority on account of their being seen to represent the outlook 
of that community. Their authority is thus not imposed, but 
emerges naturally, reflecting the esteem in which the community 
holds them and its willingness to regard them as its representatives 
and thinkers. This model of the theologian resonates with the 
experience of many evangelicals, who have come to regard 
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‘professional theologians’ with intense scepticism as a result of the 
irresponsibility of the 1960s and 1970s, during which much 
academic theology showed itself to be the willing prisoner of the 
latest cultural whim and treated the pastoral and spiritual needs and 
concerns of the churches with a scarcely disguised contempt. 

The British evangelical writer John R. W. Stott is an excellent 
example of an ‘organic intellectual’ in this respect. He possesses no 
academic or institutional authority worth speaking of, but rightly 
enjoys enormous status within the evangelical community (and 
beyond) on account of his having earned that respect. People 
regarded him as having authority because he had been accepted as 
being worthy of possessing authority. There was an organic and 
natural relationship between this person and the community for 
whom he spoke, and to whom he so clearly holds himself 
responsible. Echoing the outlook of the Reformation, a careful 
reading of Gramsci’s work will encourage evangelicals to look 
towards the community of faith, to seek and find authority in 
individuals with a proven record of fidelity to the Christian 
tradition, a concern for the consensus fidelium, a love for the gospel, 
and a responsible and informed concern to relate it to the world - 
whether this is recognized by the academy or not. The best 
intellectuals may exist and operate outside the academy! Evangelical 
theologians are conscious of a dual responsibility, in that they are 
writing both for other theologians, yet also on behalf of the 
evangelical community, with all the responsibilities which this 
brings.” 


The past defensiveness of evangelicalism 


Evangelicalism has been the subject of much critical and polemical 
attention within the North American and European establishments. 
As a result, evangelicalism has often been forced on to the 
defensive. Where evangelical theologians would rather concern 
themselves with the positive and critical articulation of the 
Christian faith, they have instead been forced to defend their 
particular approaches to the sources of theology, such as Scripture. 
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The result was perhaps inevitable: instead of demonstrating the 
implications of revelation for life and thought, evangelicals have 
been forced to defend the idea of divine revelation itself against its 
liberal critics; instead of consolidating a biblical theology, 
evangelicals have found themselves having to defend the use of the 
Bible in theology against modernists who argue that it is outdated, 
irrelevant and devoid of authority. 

The outcome of this imposed defensiveness has been that 
evangelical theologians have generally failed to deal with the central 
themes of the Christian faith to anything like the extent which one 
would expect. Evangelical theologians thus often appear to have 
been more concerned with defending the authority of Scripture 
than with engaging with its contents. Indeed, many of the debates 
within evangelicalism have centred on issues, such as the ‘inerrancy’ 
and ‘infallibility’ controversy, which may reasonably be argued to 
have been imposed on them by their opponents. 

There is a need for evangelicalism to take time to set out its 
own ideas without feeling the need to keep looking over its 
collective shoulder.” Being placed on the defensive forces 
evangelicalism into a reactive posture. In this volume, I have 
decided not to adopt such a position. Instead, I propose to set out 
the coherence of the evangelical vision of theology, and engage 
critically with its contemporary rivals. I fully concede that the 
critical questions directed against the evangelical vision of the 
theological enterprise in the modern academic context cannot be 
ignored. However, I wish to be able to set out an evangelical vision 
for theology, without constantly being forced on to the defensive, 
on account of the negative implications this has for the subsequent 
presentation of that vision. 

Evangelicalism has every right to be taken seriously within the 
scholarly community, despite the attempt to impose an embargo on 
its doctrines and presence within that community by some of its 
more threatened members. While evangelicalism is primarily a mass 
movement within the global Christian community, it is clear that 
its theology is now being articulated and developed with a degree 
of sophistication that entitles it to be represented in the academy as 
well. Its presence there certainly imposes the responsibility of being 
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prepared to give an account of itself, just as it also grants it the 
privilege of asking those same critical questions of others. 

The present study aims to explore the academic credibility of 
evangelicalism both through a positive exposition of the inherent 
virtues of the evangelical approach, and through drawing attention 
to the defects and vulnerabilities of its rivals. In addition to drawing 
attention to the limitations and inner tensions of such worldviews, 
I propose to offer critiques of them from an evangelical perspective. 
Too often, those who ask critical questions of evangelicalism fail to 
realize that those same critical questions need to be addressed 
within their own ranks as well. This book thus represents a critical 
yet positive exploration of the intellectual foundations, coherence 
and credibility of evangelicalism. 


A working definition of evangelicalism 


This book cannot be concerned with the fine details of questions 
relating to the identity of evangelicalism, which have been discussed 
in detail elsewhere.” The debate over evangelical identity is likely 
to remain a subject of debate and discussion as evangelicalism 
continues to develop and expand. In part, this reflects the complex 
historical origins of the movement, in which shifting alliances and 
emphases have been coupled with the personal influence, often over 
several generations, of certain individuals. Nevertheless, most 
evangelicals and well-informed observers of the movement would 
suggest that evangelicalism is essentially colligatory, in that it finds 
its identity in relation to a series of central interacting themes and 
concerns, including the following: 

1. A focus, both devotional and theological, on the person of 
Jesus Christ, especially his death on the cross; 

2. The identification of Scripture as the ultimate authority in 
matters of spirituality, doctrine and ethics; 

3. An emphasis upon conversion or a ‘new birth’ as a life- 
changing religious experience; 

4. A concern for sharing the faith, especially through 
evangelism. 
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To use Ludwig Wittgenstein’s familiar image,” there is thus a 
sufficiently clear ‘family resemblance’ between the various styles of 
evangelicalism to allow a degree of generalization concerning its 
theological methodology. My intention is to set out the intellectual 
attraction of evangelicalism, both in terms of its internal coherence 
and its resilience in the face of its rivals, rather than to enter at 
length into a debate over its precise identity. 

It should be noted that evangelicalism is prepared to tolerate 
diversity where this does not concern the central issues of the 
Christian faith. The wise maxim of the great Puritan writer Richard 
Baxter (1615-91) is of enormous value here: ‘in essentials, unity; in 
non-essentials, freedom; in all things, love (in necessariis unitas, in 
non-necessariis libertas, in utrisque caritas}. Evangelicals are thus 
agreed in their affirmation of the authority of Scripture in Christian 
living and thinking; they would, however, enjoy freedom in the 
precise manner in which this authority was articulated or 
conceptualized, allowing the approach associated with Benjamin B. 
Warfield and Charles Hodge (see pp. 166-174) to be set alongside 
others, providing that the fundamental and inalienable authority of 
Scripture was maintained. This study does not attempt to resolve 
debates of this nature among evangelicals. Rather, it aims to 
demonstrate the intellectual coherence of the evangelical theological 
vision as a whole: both its own inner consistency and logic, and 
also its credibility in terms of the rival approaches to theology in 
the contemporary world. 


The purpose and structure of this book 


This work is best understood as a prolegomenon to the formation 
of an evangelical mind. It is an exploration of the intellectual 
viability of the evangelical habitat, with a view to establishing the 
groundwork for the construction and elaboration of a broader and 
more comprehensive vision for the movement in relation to the life 
of the mind. The essential precondition for a renewed evangelical 
engagement with intellectual life is confidence in its own coherence 
and credibility. This study therefore aims to explore the coherence 
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of evangelicalism by bringing out the inner consistency of the 
evangelical approach and demonstrating the internal contradictions 
and vulnerabilities of its contemporary rivals. 

The first part of this work focuses particularly on the 
evangelical emphases on Jesus Christ and Scripture, which are of 
direct relevance to the intellectual coherence of evangelicalism. The 
first two chapters explore and defend the distinctively evangelical 
approaches to the person of Jesus Christ and Scripture. This 
analysis demonstrates the intellectual dynamics of the evangelical 
vision, focusing particularly on the person of Jesus Christ and the 
normative role of Scripture, showing how the various aspects of the 
evangelical theological enterprise are correlated and inter-connected. 
Where appropriate, the weaknesses of rival approaches to these 
issues will be noted. 

The second part adopts a significantly different approach. The 
coherence of evangelicalism can be explored in several manners. 
Whereas the first two chapters of the work explore the inner 
intellectual coherence of evangelicalism, the final three address the 
coherence of its intellectual rivals in the contemporary intellectual 
and cultural world. While both liberalism and modernism are 
addressed, in that these remain significant today, particular attention 
is directed towards postliberalism, postmodernism and pluralism, on 
account of their growing importance in recent years. 

It must be appreciated that these movements are critiqued on 
a number of grounds, not all of which are specifically evangelical 
in nature. For example, the argument that there is a fatal internal 
inconsistency within the postmodern outlook of Michel Foucault 
or Jean-François Lyotard is not specifically evangelical; however, it 
is nevertheless of fundamental importance to evangelicals as they 
seek to demonstrate the coherence of their intellectual vision, and 
to critique its rivals. It is beyond the scope of this volume to 
provide an evangelical alternative to the movements thus critiqued; 
that is part of the task which lies ahead of the evangelical 
movement, as it prepares to interact more thoroughly and 
comprehensively with the ‘life of the mind’ in general. 

We therefore proceed directly to an exposition of the place of 
Jesus Christ in Christian thought from an evangelical perspective. 
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Jesus Christ 


Christianity is unique among the religions of the world. And the 
reason for its uniqueness lies in the historical figure who stands at 
its centre ~ Jesus Christ.’ As Stephen Neill, a scholar with vast first- 
hand experience and knowledge of the religions of India and Africa, 
once commented, ‘the historical figure of Jesus of Nazareth is the 
criterion by which every Christian affirmation has to be judged, 
and in the light of which it stands or falls’.? For some, any claim to 
uniqueness is élitist and arrogant. Others, however, see no 
inconsistency, arrogance or difficulty in any religion, whether 
Christianity or Buddhism, claiming to be different. As Aloysius 
Pieris comments, ‘that Jesus is unique is obvious even to 
Buddhists’.’ The central crucial question, which Christianity has 
always been obliged to address, is the nature of that uniqueness, and 
the manner in which it is to be justified and articulated. As we shall 
see, evangelicalism is emphatic in affirming not merely the 
uniqueness of Christ, but his definitiveness; however, the affirmation 
of the former is an important first step in the defence of the latter. 

Evangelicalism has never felt any awkwardness in defending or 
proclaiming the uniqueness of Jesus Christ.* Some have, however, 
complained of the ‘scandal of particularity’, arguing on moral 
grounds that a decisive and definitive knowledge of God must be 
universally available in space and time. In particular, writers 
sympathetic to the Enlightenment have promoted the case for a 
religion based on universally valid and accessible norms or 
resources, such as ‘reason’, ‘experience’ or ‘culture’. As we shall 
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demonstrate (pp. 163-177), the strategies adopted by the 
Enlightenment and its epistemological satellites focus on the need 
to establish a universally valid and acceptable foundation for any 
belief-system.> Yet, on critical examination, the foundations - such 
as ‘reason’, ‘culture’, ‘experience’ or ‘religion’ - which they propose 
as universal turn out to be strongly ethnocentric and particular. As 
scepticism concerning the validity of this ‘foundationalist’ approach 
gains ground,’ there is a growing recognition of the importance of 
returning to the particularities of the Christian worldview. The rise 
of the movement now generally known as ‘postliberalism’ (see pp. 
131-134) is one of the most obvious indicators of this collapse in 
confidence in an appeal to ‘grand theory’ or ‘universal foundations’. 

Evangelicalism now finds itself to be a significant beneficiary of 
the anti-foundationalist wave currently sweeping through North 
American philosophy and theology. Its traditional Christological 
stance, which has been the object of scorn in the past on account 
of its uncompromising particularity, is now seen as an asset. Yet 
this evangelical Christological particularism is not the result of a 
strategy to make itself acceptable in the new postliberal theological 
world. It is simply an integral element of evangelicalism’s heritage, 
which evangelicals have always regarded as essential and proper. 
Now others are beginning to feel the same way. 

Evangelicalism has long been committed to the notion of a 
particular revelation which has universal validity. It has not sought 
to ground the Christian revelation in some more fundamental 
entity - whether ‘reason’ or ‘experience’ - but has held that its 
ultimate justification lies in God himself. While some writers have, 
for ultimately apologetic reasons, sought to stress the continuity 
between the Christian revelation and human reason,’ the ultimate 
authority remains located in God’s self-revelation. While 
justification of the content of that revelation may be made in terms 
of an appeal to, for example, reason, such appeals are always 
secondary and confirmatory, rather than primary and foundational. 
To allow the latter would be to concede that reason was more 
fundamental than revelation; for the evangelical, there is nothing 
more fundamental than God. In affirming the particularity of the 
Christian revelation in this way, evangelicalism is now seen to have 
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avoided the epistemological impasse of foundationalism, while 
maintaining the critically important notion of a universally valid 
knowledge of God. The particularity of the Christian gospel, and 
supremely the person of Jesus Christ as saviour and Lord, does not 
conflict in any manner with its universal scope. Indeed, the 
evangelical passion for truth is expressed partly in its focus on the 
person of Christ, in that Jesus Christ is the truth.’ 

In this opening chapter, we shall explore the evangelical 
understanding of the place of Jesus Christ in relation to the 
Christian faith. 


The authority of Jesus Christ 


For evangelicalism, Jesus Christ is of constitutive and definitive 
importance for Christianity, possessing an intrinsic authority which 
is grounded and focused in his own person and work. His authority 
is not grounded upon external considerations; were this the case, 
those considerations would themselves be foundational, in that the 
authority of Christ would be dependent upon their authority. In 
the case of the New Testament, the ultimate legitimating authority 
for Jesus Christ is God himself, who is seen as having vindicated 
and exalted Jesus through the resurrection, thereby retrospectively 
validating his ministry.’ 

Christian theology has always been vulnerable to the 
temptation to ground the authority of Christ in terms of external 
principles or considerations. Perhaps the most celebrated instance 
is Immanuel Kant’s attitude to the authority of Christ, seen at its 
clearest in the Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten (1785), in 
which human moral reason is identified as the criterion by which 
Christ is to be judged. The authority of Christ is clearly seen to be 
secondary, deriving from the prior authority of human morality 
and reason. The British philosopher and novelist Iris Murdoch 
characterizes this tendency as follows: 


How recognizable, how familiar to us, is the man so beautifully 
portrayed in the Grundlegung, who confronted even with 
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Christ turns away to consider the judgement of his own 
conscience and to hear the voice of his own reason. Stripped of 
the exiguous metaphysical background which Kant was 
prepared to allow him, this man is still with us, free, 
independent, lonely, powerful, rational, responsible, brave, the 
hero of so many novels and books of moral philosophy.” 


Similarly, in the Christological writings of the eighteenth-century 
German rationalist G. E. Lessing, we find a consistent emphasis on 
the primary authority of reason, which leads to Christ being 
accorded a partial and secondary authority, to the extent that he 
endorses what reason commends." The authority of Christ resides 
in his teaching. That teaching, however, is evaluated in the light of 
general rational principles: its authority is not inherent, but derives 
from its correlation with already existing moral principles. 
Whatever authority he possesses is derivative, rather than inherent.” 

To suggest that an individual is bound to receive Jesus’ teaching 
on account of who Jesus is, or what status he possesses, 1s 
tantamount to an assertion of intellectual heteronomy which is 
totally unacceptable within an Enlightenment worldview. As the 
noted New Testament scholar Ben F. Meyer has noted, ‘the 
heritage of Christian belief affirms as indispensable what the 
heritage of modern culture excludes as impossible’.’’ Leading 
Christological affirmations are now viewed as strongly counter- 
cultural, and are hence the source of some embarrassment for those 
whose agenda is to harmonize Christianity with modern culture, 
and thus argue that Christology must be reduced to the minimal 
level acceptable to western culture. 

For such culturally enslaved writers, Jesus does not possess 
authority in that he establishes religious or moral values, but to the 
extent that he reflects what modernity endorses as acceptable 
religious or moral values. Human reason is in itself authoritative: 
Jesus possesses a derivative authority, to the extent that his words 
and deeds are perceived to reflect universal human patterns of 
rationality. It is the autonomous rational individual who is the 
criterion for the validity of the teaching of Jesus. In this, Lessing 
reflects the attitude to history particularly associated with the 
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philosophes of the French Enlightenment," soon also to become the 
common currency of the German Enlightenment (usually known 
as the Aufklärung): history is a convenient vehicle for the 
illustration of non-historical truths, the validity of which is 
independent of the means of their historical disclosure, while totally 
dependent upon their conformity to the human faculty of reason. 

The same pattern may be discerned in the period since the 
Enlightenment. The attribution of authority to Jesus is generally 
nothing other than a reluctant projection of the authority of an 
autonomous individual into the past. It is very difficult to read the 
writings of, for example, the noted German liberal Protestant 
theologian Adolf von Harnack (1851-1930) without gaining the 
impression that the Jesus whom he regards as significant is 
ultimately a construction of his own making, representing an 
objectification of his own values and feelings. Harnack’s approach 
lacks the crudity of that adopted by Thomas Jefferson. With a 
highly moralistic eye, Jefferson sifted through the gospels, filtering 
out those aspects of the teaching and ministry of Christ which he 
found unacceptable, while holding on to those aspects of Christ’s 
teaching which he deemed to be ‘the most sublime and benevolent 
code of morals which has ever been offered to man’. Harnack may 
have been more subtle in its application; nevertheless, he deployed 
the same methodology. For Jefferson and Harnack alike, the prior 
views of the investigator determine the outcome of the 
investigation. 

On the basis of his investigation, Harnack suggested that the 
irreducible Christological affirmation was that Jesus was the ‘mirror 
of God’s fatherly heart’. But Harnack’s critic George Tyrrell 
(1861-1909) famously objected that the only reflection to be seen 
in that mirror was not ‘God’s fatherly heart’ but a liberal 
Protestant face: ‘The Christ that Harnack sees, looking back 
through nineteen centuries of catholic darkness, is only the 
reflection of a liberal Protestant face, seen at the bottom of a deep 
well.’ For Harnack to attribute authority to this Jesus is merely an 
indirect affirmation of his own authority. As Albert Schweitzer 
commented, anticipating the results of his mammoth survey of 
attempts to write a ‘life of Jesus’: 
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Each successive epoch of theology found its own thoughts in 
Jesus; that was, indeed, the only way in which it could make 
him live. But it was not only each epoch that found its 
reflection in Jesus; each individual created Him in accordance 
with his own character. There is no historical task which so 
reveals a man’s true self as the writing of a Life of Jesus.” 


Inherent to this approach to the authority of Jesus Christ is a form 
of narcissism - a desire to worship one’s own likeness,’* probably 
as a consequence of the fundamentally modernist impulse, 
characterized by Nietzsche as the ‘will to power’, to control the 
world and impose one’s will upon it. Non-evangelical theology 
often gives the impression of being determined to control Christ, 
imposing an acceptable fagade upon him, or laying down rules of 
engagement which severely truncate his authority on account of a 
prior set of authoritative and normative assumptions, derived 
directly from modern culture. 

Evangelicalism argues that authority is inherent in the person 
of Christ, and insists that it is of paramount importance to remain 
as faithful as possible to the New Testament portrayal of Christ, no 
matter how complex and nuanced this may prove to be.” 
Evangelicalism is strongly counter-cultural at this point; in a 
western cultural context in which the right of individuals to create 
their own worlds is vigorously asserted, evangelicalism declares that 
it is a movement under the authority and sovereignty of Christ. To 
understand the significance of this point, we need to explore one of 
the leading features of the modernist worldview - the right to 
master. 


Modernism and mastery ; 
The term ‘modernism’ is usually taken to refer to the cultural 
mood which began to emerge, especially within literature, towards 
the opening of the twentieth century. A fundamental theme of 
modernism is its desire to control, perhaps seen at its clearest in the 
Nietzschean theme of ‘will-to-power’. Humanity needs only the 
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will to achieve autonomous self-definition; it need not accept what 
has been given to it, whether in nature or tradition. In principle, all 
can be mastered and controlled. The rejection of tradition is an 
integral element of this demand to master, and to achieve 
emancipation from any form of intellectual or social bondage. In 
part, the particular emphasis placed by modernism upon the 
autonomy of human reason was a desire to liberate thought from 
what was seen as the oppression of the past. The ideas of 
‘authority’ and ‘tradition’ were seen as tantamount to the fettering 
of the present by a dead past. As Jeffrey Stout points out, ‘modern 
thought was born in a crisis of authority, took shape in flight from 
authority, and aspired from the start to autonomy from all 
traditional influence whatsoever’? Human reason was seen as 
holding the key to emancipation from the discredited political and 
social systems of the past. This desire for liberation was often 
linked with the mythical figure of Prometheus, who came to be 
seen as a symbol of liberation in European literature.” Prometheus 
was now unbound, and humanity poised to enter a new era of 
autonomy and progress. 

A related theme can be seen emerging in the writings of 
Feuerbach and Marx: the deification of humanity. For Feuerbach, 
the notion of ‘God’ arises through an error in the human analysis 
of experience, whereby experience of oneself is misinterpreted as 
experience of God. 


Religion is the earliest and truly indirect form of human self- 
consciousness. For this reason, religion precedes philosophy in 
the history of humanity in general, as well as in the history of 
individual human beings. Initially, people mistakenly locate 
their essential nature as if it were outside of themselves, before 
finally realizing that it is actually within them . . . The 
historical progress of religion consists therefore in this: that 
what an earlier religion took to be objective, is later recognized 
to be subjective; what formerly was taken to be God, and 
worshipped as such, is not recognized to be something human. 
What was earlier religion is later taken to be idolatry: humans 
are seen to have adored their own nature. Humans objectified 
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themselves but failed to recognize themselves as this object.” 


In the end, therefore, it is humanity itself which is ‘God’, not some 
objective external reality. In the Marxian development of 
Feuerbach’s theme, the origins of the religious experience which is 
interpreted as ‘God’ lie in socio-economic alienation.” Marx 
comments thus on the Feuerbachian approach to alienation: 


Feuerbach sets out from the fact of religious self-alienation, the 
replication of the world in religious and secular forms. His 
achievement has therefore consisted in resolving the religious 
world into its secular foundation . . . Feuerbach therefore fails 
to see that ‘religious feeling’ is itself a social product, and that 
the abstract individual who he is analysing belongs to a 
particular form of society . . . The philosophers have only 
interpreted the world in different ways; the point is to change 
its 


By changing the world, the human experience which is 
conceptualized as ‘God’ will be removed. Socio-economic 
transformation therefore allows the mastery of religion, which will 
be eliminated along with its causes. The mastery of religion 
therefore lies within the grasp of humanity, allowing the 
Promethean dream to be realized by revolutionary activity. 

The same theme of ‘mastery’ is also associated with the rise of 
technology in the modern period. In a remarkably astute analysis 
of the social role of technology, written in 1923, the theologian and 
philosopher Romano Guardini (1885-1968) argues that the 
fundamental link between nature and culture has been severed as a 
result of the rise of the ‘machine’. Humanity was once prepared to 
regard nature as the expression of a will, intelligence and design that 
are ‘not of our own making’.” Yet the rise of technology has 
opened up the possibility of changing nature, of making it become 
something which it was not intended to be. Technology offers 
humanity the ability to impose its own authority upon nature, 
redirecting it for its own ends. Where once humanity was prepared 
to contemplate nature, its desire now ‘is to achieve power so as to 
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bring force to bear on things, a law that can be formulated 
rationally. Here we have the basis and character of its dominion: 
arbitrary compulsion devoid of all respect.” No longer does 
humanity have to respect nature; it can dominate and direct it 
through the rise of technology. 


Materials and forces are harnessed, unleashed, burst open, 
altered, and directed at will. There is no feeling for what is 
organically possible or tolerable in any living sense. No sense 
of natural proportions determines the approach. A rationally 
constructed and arbitrarily fixed goal reigns supreme. On the 
basis of a known formula, materials and forces are put into the 
required condition: machines. Machines are an iron formula 
that directs the material to the desired end.” 


This ability to dominate and control nature will inevitably, 
according to at least some cultural analysts, lead to the deification 
of technology, resulting in a culture which ‘seeks its authorization 
in technology, finds its satisfaction in technology, and takes its 
orders from technology’.” 

The rise of technology may be seen as one aspect of the 
growing importance of the theme of ‘mastery’ within western 
culture. The theme is also reflected within western philosophy, and 
is stated most explicitly in the writings of Nietzsche. Nietzsche’s 
philosophy has had a major impact on western thought, and has 
contributed in no small way to the emergence of a cultural 
environment which is saturated with the ethos of ‘I will make 
things as I please’. For Nietzsche, there were no facts, only 
interpretations.” The interpreter was free to impose any 
interpretation he or she chose.” 

This Nietzschean ethos pervades much modern Christology, 
which can be regarded as an extended attempt to make Jesus of 
Nazareth conform to the personal norms of individual interpreters, 
or the ideological tribes to which they belong. The result is a kind 
of Christological anarchy, controlled - if it can be said to be 
controlled at all - by ideological norms reflecting the self-interests 
of the redefining groups. At this point, evangelicalism is strongly 
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counter-cultural, defending the fundamental right of Christianity to 
be mastered by Christ, rather than to master him in the light of 
contemporary transient social mores. 

Where the theme of ‘mastery’ exercises a controlling influence 
within modernity, evangelicalism sets in its place that of 
‘stewardship’, seeing itself as responsible for the articulation and 
safeguarding of something which, in the end, it does not have the 
right to master or control. There is a fundamental issue of integrity 
at stake, in which evangelicalism is unequivocally committed to 
responding to what Martin Kahler once termed ‘the historic, 
biblical Christ’,*’ rather than to some modern construction or 
reconstruction of him - a reconstruction which all too often turns 
out to rest on transient contemporary norms. Evangelicalism does 
not believe it has the right or the resources to reconstruct Christ, 
and regards modernist Christologies as reflecting both the desire of 
modernity to force Jesus to conform to its patterns and its refusal 
to tolerate those who call its presuppositions into question. 

To avoid any misunderstanding at this juncture, a point of 
clarification is needed. A fundamental distinction must be drawn 
between the correlation of the gospel with cultural trend, and the 
foundation of the gospel upon a cultural trend. The former 
represents an entirely proper and responsible apologetic approach, 
in which the themes of the gospel are expressed in a manner best 
suited to its contextualization. It is the gospel which is primary; the 
contextualization is secondary and provisional. Evangelicalism has 
long recognized the apologetic need to contextualize the gospel in 
this manner.” This is to be contrasted with the liberal strategy of 
grounding the gospel in cultural trends, which inevitably means 
that the gospel becomes enslaved to culture, unable to do anything 
other than reflect its ideas and values. 

In part, the evangelical critique of modernist Christologies is 
theological and scholarly; yet there is also a deeply pragmatic aspect 
to this critique. Feuerbach declared the divinity of humanity: the 
human is God. Yet after a century and a half of experience of this 
‘sod’, evangelicalism feels it has every right to question the 
outcome of this affirmation. The rise of Stalinism and Nazism may 
be regarded as inaugurating two of the most oppressive regimes in 
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human history and as setting in motion programmes of genocide, 
the extent of which continues to numb the human imagination. As 
postmodern critics have emphasized, the modernist quest for 
mastery has led to a culture of illusion and oppression, in which 
human power has become a controlling influence. 

In this situation, the evangelical emphasis on the authority of 
Jesus Christ as he is revealed in Scripture (rather than as he is 
constructed by human interest groups or power blocks) is 
profoundly liberating. This foundational evangelical belief was 
stated with electrifying directness in the Barmen Declaration (1934), 
as Nazism attempted to strengthen its grip on a culturally 
conditioned German church: 


1. Jesus Christ, as he is attested for us in Holy Scripture, is the 
one Word of God which we have to hear and which we have 
to trust and obey in life and in death. We reject the false 
teaching, that the church could and should acknowledge any 
other events and powers, figures and truths, as God’s revelation, 
or as a source of its proclamation, apart from and besides this 
one Word of God... 

3. The Christian church is the congregation of brothers and 
sisters in which Jesus Christ acts presently as the Lord in Word 
and sacrament, through the Holy Spirit. As the church of 
forgiven sinners, it has to bear witness in the midst of a sinful 
world, with both its faith and its obedience, with its 
proclamation as well as its order, that it is the possession of 
him alone, and that it lives and wills to live only from his 
comfort and his guidance in the expectation of his appearance. 
We reject the false teaching, that the church is free to abandon 
the form of its proclamation and order in favour of anything it 
pleases, or in response to prevailing ideological or political 


beliefs.” 


The evangelical insistence upon the authority of Jesus Christ is thus 
not about a self-imposed servitude, but upon a liberating 
commitment to one who frees us from bondage to the oppression 
of a power-hungry world. 
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The evangelical understanding of the significance of Jesus Christ is 
that he is both constitutive and illustrative of the Christian life. In 
other words, Christian existence is possible only on the basis of the 
life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ; and the nature and 
shape of that existence is itself embodied in his own life, and 
inspired and informed by it. We can give greater substance to this 
foundational statement by exploring five seminal aspects of the 
Christian understanding of the significance of Christ. 


|. The revelational significance of Jesus Christ 


The New ‘Testament portrayal of Christ includes strongly 
revelational elements. Some scholars have argued that the language 
of revelation plays a peripheral role in Scripture.™ It is important 
to notice that these judgments are often made on the basis of 
modern notions of revelation (some highly influenced by 
Enlightenment presuppositions), without a detailed examination of 
the nature of the revelational language found in Scripture.” For 
example, the Greek term apokalypsis is not found in any Pauline 
writing; yet the notion of ‘revelation in Christ’ may be argued to 
permeate Paul’s theology.” It is clear that Scripture regards God as 
making ‘knowledge of himself’ (to use a richly nuanced phrase) 
available, through the ‘unveiling’ of God’s person and purposes. In 
the New Testament, this ‘unveiling’, ‘showing’, and ‘making 
known’ is focused on the person and work of Christ. To note two 
of the most forceful New Testament statements on this matter, 
which must be allowed their full weight in any Christological 
analysis, Jesus Christ is ‘the radiance of God’s glory and the exact 
representation of his being’ (Heb. 1:3) and ‘the image of the 
invisible God’ (Col. 1:15). These concepts are often eschatological 
in their orientation: what we now know and possess through Christ 
will be brought to its fulfilment and full disclosure on the last day. 

A fundamental distinction must be drawn here between the 
notion of a revelation from God and a revelation of God. This point 
is perhaps best understood by comparing the Islamic and Christian 
notions of revelation.” In the Qur’an, every sura except one opens 
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with the word ‘qul’ - the imperative form of the verb ‘to say’. No 
matter what literary form the passage in question may take - 
whether it is anecdotal, historical, prescriptive or exhortatory - it 
is understood to be a revelation from God, dictated by the 
archangel Gabriel to the prophet Muhammad. Although later 
Islamic piety developed an interest in the person of the prophet, the 
foundational Islamic understanding is that of an authoritative 
revelation in the form of a book, not a person.” The contrast 
between this and the Christian view is brought out clearly by 
Martin Luther. For Luther, Islam has the Qur’an and Judaism the 
Torah; yet for Christians, | 


God does not want to be known except through Christ; nor 
can he be known in any other way. Christ is the offspring 
promised to Abraham; on him God has grounded all his 
promises. Therefore Christ alone is the means, the life, and the 
mirror through which we see God and know his will. Through 
Christ God declares his favour and mercy to us. In Christ we 
see that God is not an angry master and judge but a gracious 
and kind father, who blesses us, that is, who delivers us from 
the law, sin, death, and every evil, and gives us righteousness 
and eternal life through Christ. This is a certain and true 
knowledge of God and divine persuasion, which does not fail, 
but depicts (depingit) God himself in a specific form, apart from 
which there is no God." 


For Christians, Jesus is the embodiment and self-revelation of God. 
At the heart of the Christian faith stands a living person, not a 
book. 

Underlying the revelational language and conceptualities of the 
New Testament is an affirmation of the human need to be told 
what God is like. God must be allowed the privilege of naming and 
disclosing himself, rather than being forced to suffer the indignity 
of having human constructs and preconceptions imposed upon him. 
Evangelicalism is determined to ‘let God be God’, and to receive, 
honour and conceive him as he chooses to be known, rather than 
as we would have him be. At its heart, evangelicalism represents a 
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relentless and serious attempt to bring all our conceptions of God 
and ourselves to criticism in the light of how and what God wishes 
to be known. In this sense, evangelical theology is responsible, in the 
dual sense of being a response to divine revelation (rather than a 
human initiative) and being answerable to God for its formulations 
and conceptions. 

For evangelicalism, any responsible concept of God must be a 
human response to God’s self-revelation, a response which 1s 
governed and controlled by that revelation. This is not to say that 
all human concepts of God prior to revelation are without value; 
rather, it is to note that such concepts are to be evaluated in the 
light of revelation. For Ludwig Feuerbach, all concepts of ‘God’, 
whether Christian or not (Feuerbach declines to distinguish them), 
are a human invention, a projection or objectification 
(Vergegenstandlichung) of human hopes and fears.*! This was, and 
continues to be, a valid and penetrating criticism of any theological 
methodology - such as that originated by F. D. E. Schleiermacher 
and continued in the writings of A. E. Biedermann and Paul Tillich 
- which has its starting-point in human experience.” 

To begin with ‘experience’ is thus potentially to begin with a 
human construction, shaped by gender, class and socio-economic 
forces. To base theology upon such a resource is inevitably to give 
birth to a ‘god’ who is a product of the social location of the 
theologian. As Karl Marx so perceptively noted, this approach to 
theology suggests that it is merely necessary to alter the socio- 
economic situation of the thinker to change the resulting concept 
of God.” Any theology which is a response to human society, 
whether directly or - through culturally-conditioned human 
experience — indirectly is determined by that culture. This leads to 
the conclusion that God may be mastered, which, as we shall see, 
is a central theme of the modernist project (pp. 179-184). 

The notion of ‘revelation’ was deeply offensive to the 
Enlightenment, which regarded it as a challenge to the autonomy 
of the thinking individual. The autonomy of the free-thinking 
individual would be radically compromised if it were necessary to 
acknowledge that knowledge of God ultimately derived from 
another source — a source not directly accessible to unaided human 
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reason. Reason was capable of discerning and disclosing all that 
needed to be known and could be known about God. It was 
nothing less than heretical to suggest that there was a source of 
knowledge which could supplement or, still worse, contradict this 
autonomous knowledge. For the Enlightenment, both salvation and 
revelation were accessible to the unaided human faculties. The 
Enlightenment’s decisive rejection of Augustinianism was 
fundamentally a protest against Augustine’s insistence that 
humanity needed to be helped if it was to know God properly or 
to be saved. 

It is fair to argue that the Enlightenment objections to the 
concept of revelation lay less in any fundamental intellectual 
difficulties raised by the notion than in the implications for human 
autonomy. To concede that we needed to be told anything was an 
admission of heteronomy - dependence on another for knowledge. 
Jeffrey Stout has correctly characterized the Enlightenment as a 
‘flight from authority’; that flight was often justified on pragmatic 
rather than theoretical argumentation, in that ‘authority’ was 
regarded as virtually synonymous with the political oppression of 
the ancien régime. There is thus a strongly sociological component 
to the Enlightenment rejection of authority and tradition, linked 
with a specific historical context. 

The notion of revelation poses a direct challenge to human 
autonomy. It affirms that human beings are perfectly capable of 
constructing their own ideas about God - but that these ideas 
require to be supplemented, challenged and corrected in the light 
of the way God actually is. To affirm the priority of revelation is 
ultimately to affirm that God is the supreme authority on God, 
irrespective of how humiliating this may be for self-professed 
human authorities on the matter. Human discourse about God is 
provisional, and cannot be regarded as authoritative on the basis of 
its own inherent credentials. As ‘God’ does not refer to an object 
which is available for public scrutiny, human ideas about God will 
always be subject to challenge, criticism and correction. ‘How do 
you know that? What authority do you have for stating that? What 
special privilege do you have which permits you to speak in these 
terms? Why should we listen to you?’ These questions cannot be 
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evaded. The fundamental revelational axiom of the Christian faith 
is that only God can reveal God, just as its fundamental 
soteriological axiom is that only God can save. This brings us to a 
discussion of the soteriological importance of Christ. 


2. The soteriological significance of Jesus Christ 


The New Testament affirms that salvation is made possible and 
available through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The 
Pauline writings are dominated by two themes, often expressed in 
formulaic terms: that Christ was ‘given up’ for the salvation of 
humanity, and that ‘Christ died for us’. The difference between 
Christianity and Islam at this point is clear: the Qur’an uses the 
root Arabic word for ‘salvation’ (najah) only once. Although the 
idea (particularly as understood in terms of being delivered from 
the punishment of hell) is found within Islam, it is not as highly 
developed as in Christianity. To refer to Muhammad as ‘saviour’ 
would do considerable violence to the Islamic tradition concerning 
the identity and role of the prophet.” 

In marked contrast, a wide range of soteriological images 1s 
deployed within the New Testament to explicate the meaning of 
the death and resurrection of Christ.” There are reasons for 
supposing that these images are formulated with apologetic 
considerations in mind, in order to maximize the perceived 
relevance and significance of the gospel proclamation on the part of 
its intended audiences.“ It is not our concern to explore these in 
detail; our concern is to emphasize that the death and resurrection 
of Christ are regarded as of fundamental importance to the 
Christian gospel. Perhaps one of the most distinctive themes of the 
New Testament is the critical role of the cross in relation to 
salvation. 

The centrality of the cross of Christ has long been a leading 
theme of evangelical theology and spirituality. In the New 
Testament, Paul’s letters and the gospel of Mark demonstrate a 
particular focus on the cross, which could be analysed as follows.” 

1. The cross is seen as the exclusive ground of salvation. All 
other events in the history of salvation (such as the resurrection of 
Christ, or his coming again in glory) are seen as being set in their 
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proper context by the cross. Thus, in the case of the Corinthian 
theology so powerfully criticized by Paul, the resurrection appears 
to be detached from the cross, and treated as relativizing the 
crucifixion. The theology of the cross negates this development. 

2. The cross is treated as the starting-point of authentically 
Christian theology. The cross is not an individual aspect of theology, 
but is itself the foundation of that theology. Far from being an 
isolated chapter in a textbook of theology, the cross both dominates 
and permeates all true Christian theology, with its thread being 
woven throughout the entirety of its fabric. 

3. The cross is seen as the centre of all Christian thought, in that 
from its centre radiate Christian statements on ethics, anthropology, 
the Christian life, and so on. The doctrines of revelation and 
salvation, so easily detached from one another, converge on the 
cross. 

There can be no doubt of the New Testament’s emphasis on 
the emphasis on the uniqueness and finality of the salvation 
brought by Jesus Christ. Paul Knitter attempts to distinguish 
between the confession of ‘Jesus as saviour’ (which is a core belief) 
and the confession of ‘Jesus as only saviour’ (which he regards as a 
discardable cultic expression of the former).°° The high estimation 
of Jesus found in the New Testament is, according to Knitter, a 
culturally conditioned way of speaking which is relational rather 
than metaphysical.°! Thus the confession ‘Jesus is Lord’ is an 
expression of the specific importance of Jesus for the believer (in 
much the same way as a lover might speak of the beloved), rather 
than a statement of his universal significance for all of humanity. 
Yet this seems to represent a strategy designed with the sole 
objective of neutralizing the clear thrust of the New Testament 
proclamation. We shall consider this point further in our discussion 
of the issues raised by religious pluralism (see pp. 201-240). Our 
attention now turns to the role of Jesus Christ as an example or 
embodiment of the life of faith. 


3. The mimetic significance of Jesus Christ 


Jesus Christ is not only the basis of salvation; he embodies the 
contours of the redeemed life. This does not mean that Jesus Christ 
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is to be thought of purely as an external example whom believers 
are required to imitate, as if Christianity was a kind of 
Christological reworking of the Platonic notion of mimésis.” 

A purely mimetic or exemplarist view of Christ as a moral 
example is inextricably linked with a deficient view of human 
nature, which fails to come to terms with the sheer intractability of 
the fact of human sin, and the strange and tragic history of 
humanity in general, and the Christian church in particular. As 
Charles Gore pointed out incisively a century ago: 


Inadequate conceptions of Christ’s person go hand in hand with 
inadequate conceptions of what human nature wants. The 
Nestorian conception of Christ . . . qualifies Christ for being an 
example of what man can do, and into what wonderful union 
with God he can be assumed if he is holy enough; but Christ 
remains one man among many, shut in within the limits of a 
single human personality, and influencing man only from 
outside. He can be a Redeemer of man if man can be saved 
from outside by bright example, but not otherwise . . . The 
Nestorian Christ is the fitting Saviour of the Pelagian man.” 


An exemplarist soteriology, with its associated understanding of the 
nature and role of the moral example of Jesus Christ, is ultimately 
the correlative of a Pelagian view of the situation and abilities of 
humanity. The ontological gap between Christ and ourselves is 
contracted, in order to minimize the discontinuity between his 
moral personality and ours. Christ is the supreme human example, 
who evinces an authentically human lifestyle which we are alleged 
to be capable of imitating. 

Such a view is not merely inadequate as an exposition of the 
significance of Jesus Christ, but is unrealistic in its estimation of the 
capacities and inclinations of human nature. It is an ethic addressed 
to an idealized humanity, which does not correspond to humanity 
as we empirically know it, and as we have been taught to view it 
by the Christian tradition, trapped in its predicament. Perhaps the 
most characteristic feature of sin is self-deception, a reluctance to 
accept the tragedy of our situation. If this is the case, the first step 
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in the reconstruction of an authentically Christian ethic must be 
the elimination of the ‘perfectionist illusions’ (to use one of 
Reinhold Niebuhr’s characteristic phrases) which have so hindered 
liberal Christian ethical reflections during the present century. 

This ‘moral example’ theory rests upon a totally unrealistic and 
un-Christian view of human nature. It also appears to rest upon a 
deficient view of the person of Christ. The view of his significance 
we have just outlined ultimately grounds his continuing ethical 
relevance in his exemplification of allegedly universal moral values. 
And, as will become clear in our analysis (see pp. 128-131), this 
notion is now regarded as highly questionable. The death of 
Socrates in 399 BC directs our attention to virtues, such as courage 
and integrity, which are not limited to one particular time and 
place. In that the story of Socrates’ death exemplifies these virtues, 
it may be said to be charged with moral authority. Socrates is of 
moral importance in that he witnesses to these virtues. They are 
prior to his existence, and were not established through his death. 
They are conveyed through it, not established by it. In principle, 
these and other virtues could be conveyed through other human 
beings. The moral authority of such a narrative is interchangeable, 
in that it can be predicated of other subjects - such as, in the view 
of exemplarism, Jesus Christ. Exemplarism locates the moral 
authority of the narrative of Jesus of Nazareth in its reflection of 
previously recognized universal moral values, the validity of which 
is independent of him. Other witnesses, preferably more recent, 
might function considerably better in this respect. Jesus thus 
appears as a moral example, yet there is no real attempt to spell out 
the fact that there is a radical difference between Jesus and ourselves 
at this critical juncture. 

Evangelicalism avoids this minimalist view of sin and inadequate 
conception of Christ through an emphasis on ‘being conformed to 
Christ’. Through faith, the believer is conformed to Christ - or, 
more accurately, the process of conformation to Christ begins. 
Clear statements of this process of establishing the conformity of 
the structure of existence of the believer to that of Jesus are already 
clearly evident in the New Testament itself. Particularly in the 
Pauline writings, participation in Christ points to a conformity of 
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one’s existence to his. Through faith, the believer is caught up in a 
new outlook on life, a new structure of existence, embodied 
paradigmatically in Jesus Christ - and both in their proclamation 
and person, believers reveal this story of Jesus Christ. 

Perhaps the most characteristic thought in the Pauline writings 
concerning the Christian life is that it is Christomorphic.” The New 
Testament ethical exhortations, for example, are doubly grounded 
in Christology, in that Christology provides both the 
presuppositions of the situation in which the Christian is located, 
and the pattern for Christian conduct. At several points, Paul 
indicates that he thinks of his own life as a believer in terms of a 
recapitulation of the life of Christ himself, in that Jesus Christ 1s 
understood both to enable and to embody the distinctively 
Christian pattern of life.” The Christian life is about being enabled 
to conform to the structure of existence which is established and 
defined by the history of Jesus Christ, and reflected in the life of 
Paul. This is of particular importance in relation to suffering, which 
assumes a new significance for Christians on account of its 
correlation with the passion of Christ.” In particular, Paul appears 
to view his own sufferings as an extension of the suffering of 
Christ, or an embodiment of the gospel. 

Thus when Paul urges his readers to be imitators of Christ, as 
he is (1 Cor. 11:1), his words seem to suggest that being a Christian 
is to enter into so close and deep a relationship with Christ that 
believers in some way begin to imitate him in consequence of that 
relationship. Imitation is thus the fruit, not the precondition, of 
faith. To become a Christian is to begin the process, not so much 
of conforming, as of being conformed, to Christ. It is not so much 
we who are active, as God who is active, in this process. 

The New Testament itself clearly presupposes that ethical 
exhortations are grounded in Christological insights, in that 
Christology provides both the presuppositions of the Christian's 
existential situation and the pattern for his conduct. This 1s 
especially true of Paul’s writings, which frequently suggest that 
Paul’s personal existence is a recapitulation of the life-pattern 
embodied in Jesus Christ, and further that Paul’s experience 1s 
paradigmatic for Christian experience in general. Paul’s narration 
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of his personal history, interpreted in the light of that of Jesus 
Christ, is understood as sketching the contours of a model 
Christian existence. For the Christian to live ek pisteds is to live in 
accordance with the structure of existence established and defined 
by the history of Jesus Christ, and reflected in that of Paul. 
Evangelicalism thus argues that the life, death and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ make possible a new form of existence, which is 
both instantiated by Jesus Christ, and evoked through a God- 
worked regeneration within believers as they are conformed to 


Christ. 


4. The doxological significance of Jesus Christ 


There is the most intimate of connections between Christian 
theology and the way in which Christians worship and pray.” 
Theology and doxology - that is to say, an understanding of 
worship and adoration - cannot be permitted to go their separate 
ways, as if the ways in which Christians worship have no impact 
on their theological reflections. As James I. Packer has stressed, 
theology and spirituality have the most intimate of connections: 


I question the adequacy of conceptualizing the subject-matter of 
systematic theology as simply revealed truths about God, and 
I challenge the assumption that has usually accompanied this 
form of statement, that the material, like other scientific data, 
is best studied in cool and clinical detachment. Detachment 
from what, you ask? Why, from the relational activity of 
trusting, loving, worshipping, obeying, serving and glorifying 
God: the activity that results from realizing that one is actually 
in God's presence, actually being addressed by him, every time 
one opens the Bible or reflects on any divine truth whatsoever. 
This . . . proceeds as if doctrinal study would only be muddled 
by introducing devotional concerns; it drives a wedge between 
. . . knowing true notions about God and knowing the true 


God himself.®° 


Packer’s point is that a genuine experience of God, such as that 
gained through Christian worship and prayer, makes the detached 


45 


a passion for truth 


study of God an impossibility. It is like asking the lover to be 
neutral about the beloved. Commitment is not merely a natural 
outcome of an authentically Christian experience and knowledge of 
God; it is the substantiating hallmark of such experience and 
knowledge. 

It is therefore of the utmost importance to note that the New 
Testament explicity refers to the worship of Jesus Christ.°’ Within 
a strictly monotheistic culture, in which it was fully accepted that 
only the God of Israel was to be worshipped, we find explicit 
reference to Jewish Christians worshipping Jesus Christ. For 
example, Matthew’s gospel employs the Greek verb proskynein with 
reference to the reaction of the disciples to the presence of the risen 
Christ (Mt. 28:9, 17). This practice was noted by the younger Pliny 
in his famous letter of AD 112 to the Emperor Trajan, in which he 
reports that Christians sang hymns to their Lord ‘as to a god’ (quasi 
deo).° 

The Christological hymns in the New Testament are a clear 
indication of the exalted status accorded to the risen Christ within 
the early Christian communities, indicating that the lordship of 
Christ had become fully integrated into both the worship and 
thought of the New Testament communities, with the latter 
involving taking full account of the high estimation of Jesus which 
was already established and accepted within Christian devotion.” 
The fact that Paul is prepared to cite pre-Pauline Christological 
hymns is a sign of their acceptance within the communities to 
whom he was writing (or from which he was writing), and of the 
early formulation of a high Christology similar to that endorsed 
and expounded by Paul. It has been suggested that the use of kyrios 
to refer to Christ and his divinity is to be attributed to the influx 
of large numbers of pagan Gentiles into Christian circles.” 
However, the evidence for this is somewhat filmsy; the use of the 
term in this exalted sense seems to have its origins in Jewish 
Christians originating from Palestine,” and cannot be put down to 
pagan misunderstandings or misrepresentations. 

The strongly doxological character of the evangelical estimation 
of Jesus Christ can probably be seen at its most striking in the great 
hymns of this tradition, particularly those deriving from Pietist 
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sources.” Worship of Christ as the God who humbled himself to 
redeem humanity is there mingled with sober reflection on the cost 
of that redemption and the motivation which it offers for authentic 
Christian living and evangelism. The coherence of the evangelical 
understanding of the significance of Christ extends to the manner 
in which he is worshipped and adored, as well as that in which he 
is understood theologically. 

It will also be clear that the evangelical emphasis upon the 
lordship of Christ has implications for evangelism. Once more, the 
coherence of the evangelical understanding of Christ becomes clear; 
the recognition of the identity of Christ leads directly to the 
proclamation of Christ to the world - better, to his world, in that 
he is its creator, redeemer and lord. We shall explore this point in 
the final section of this analysis. 


5. The kerygmatic significance of Jesus Christ 


Jesus Christ is someone who is proclaimed to the world. This 
strong emphasis on the proclamation (Greek: kérygma) of Christ is 
integral to the evangelical understanding of his person and place. 
There is a strongly kerygmatic nature to the New Testament, in 
that Christ is seen as someone who is to be proclaimed and to 
whom a response is expected. In fact, the kerygmatic character of 
the New Testament witness to Christ is such that Martin Kahler 
was led to declare that ‘the real Christ is the preached Christ.” 
The content of the Christian proclamation is Jesus Christ. For 
example, Paul’s proclamation of the gospel focuses on the person 
of Christ (Gal. 1:16), and more specifically, on Christ crucified and 
raised from the dead (1 Cor. 1:23; 15:12). In the Corinthian letters, 
there is only one reference to the ‘gospel of God’, yet there are five 
to the ‘gospel of Christ’. Indeed, Paul seems on occasion to treat 
‘preaching Christ and ‘preaching the gospel’ as being 
interchangeable. 

The Christological content of the Christian proclamation is 
minimized in the writings of Rudolf Bultmann, Gerhard Ebeling, 
and especially Paul Tillich. Tillich’s theology sits so loose to the 
figure of Jesus that he can dispense with his historical existence and 
personality without making any noticeable difference to his 
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theology. Jesus illustrates a principle, which can be and is 
illustrated by others. It is the principle which takes priority over 
the persons who manifest it, one of whom may have been - but 
need not have been - Jesus. Bultmann understood the proclamation 
or kérygma primarily 1 in terms of an active and effective word, 
summoning its hearers to an existential decision. There was thus no 
informational ‘content’ (concerning, for example, the historical 
figure of Jesus) to the kerygma. While Gerhard Ebeling showed 
considerably more interest in the historical figure of Jesus than 
Bultmann, he defended the notion of faith as trust, rather than 
‘trust in Christ’. Jesus is here seen as an example of faith, rather 
than as its object. It is the faith of Jesus which is transmitted in the 
proclamation of the church, not faith in Jesus.” 

However, recent scholarship has decisively undermined the 
New Testament basis of this trend towards detaching Christian 
faith from the historical figure of Jesus. The likely use of the Jesus 
tradition in the Pauline material indicates the potential importance 
of Christological specifics for Paul.’”’ The rigid distinction between 
didaché and kérygma is also difficult to sustain; there are, for 
example, clear indications that didaché may designate the content 
of the kérygma, particularly with reference to its Christology.” In 
general, the tenor of early Christian preaching may be summarized 
as ‘a proclamation of the death, resurrection and exaltation of Jesus 
that led to an evaluation of his person as both Lord and Christ, 
confronted man with the necessity of forgiveness, and promised the 
forgiveness of sins.” The kerygmatic dimension of the New 
Testament thus focuses on Jesus as Lord, Christ and Saviour.” 

Evangelicalism has integrated these kerymatic insights into its 
entire worldview.” The evangelical insistence on the importance of 
evangelism is thus an entirely proper and natural outcome of its 
Christology: if Jesus Christ is indeed Saviour and Lord, then he 
must be proclaimed to the world as such. There is a Christological 
foundation and motivation to evangelism, which evangelicalism has 
never seen as an optional extra for a select few, but as integral to 
the life and witness of the church. The identity of Jesus Christ 1s 
such that evangelism is an essential aspect of the response of 
believers, both individually and corporately, to his person and work. 
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These five considerations underlie the decisive Christian 
affirmation that God has revealed himself in Jesus Christ, who is 
the foundation and criterion of evangelical theology. If Jesus Christ 
is God, or is mandated to speak and act on his behalf, then we are 
both authorized and required to speak of God in terms of him.” If 
he is not, he deserves to be taken with the same seriousness and 
weight as any other human being, who can speak of the word and 
will of God only at second hand and indirectly. It will therefore be 
clear that Christology plays a decisive role in evangelical theological 
and spiritual reflection, and gives evangelical theology both its 
intellectual coherence and evangelistic and spiritual focus. The 
question ‘Who is Jesus Christ?’ is thus determinative of the entire 
evangelical theological enterprise. 

And for the evangelical, that question can and must be 
answered only on the basis of Scripture. As John Calvin put it, we 
do not have to deal with a naked Christ, but with a ‘Christ who is 
clothed with his gospel.” We have to deal both with the person of 
Christ and with the interpretation of Christ that we find in the 
New Testament. The importance of Scripture to the theme of 
‘knowing Christ’ cannot be overstated. It is not merely that we 
have no reliable knowledge of Christ from any source outside the 
Bible; the distinctively Christian interpretation of Jesus Christ - 
which is, in the end, the gospel - is also mediated primarily in and 
through Scripture. 

There will be those outside evangelicalism and outside 
Christianity who will want to make other figures, powers, 
principles and values of foundational importance. Evangelical 
Christianity, however, is unashamedly Christ-centred. Jesus Christ 
is the gospel. However complex subsequent theological reflection 
of this may become, evangelicalism affirms that all must be based 
upon Christ, and all must be judged by Christ - not seeing him 
simply as a source of ideas, but as the foundation of every aspect of 
the Christian life. As the great English evangelical John Newton 
commented: 


The love of God, as manifested in Jesus Christ, is what I would 
wish to be the abiding object of my contemplation; not merely 
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to speculate upon it as a doctrine, but so to feel it, and my own 
interest in it, as to have my heart filled with its effects, and 
transformed into its resemblance.” 


Conclusion 


On the basis of this analysis, it will be clear that evangelicalism is 
strongly Christocentric. This point may not be clear from some 
evangelical writings written since 1920, particularly those 
originating from a North American context, on account of 
evangelicalism’s felt need to defend its views on other matters, most 
notably in relation to the authority of Scripture. Yet, as I pointed 
out earlier, the defensive posture into which evangelicalism was 
forced during this period resulted in a reactive emphasis on issues 
which were arguably not at the core of evangelicalism. In placing 
a discussion of the person and work of Jesus Christ at the opening 
of this work, it is my intention to affirm the pivotal place of Christ 
in the evangelical worldview. 

For evangelicals, Christian theology is first and foremost 
concerned with the identity and significance of Jesus Christ, 
affirming and acknowledging the particularity of his cross and 
resurrection, and rejecting any temptation to lapse into generalities. 
Jesus Christ defines the line of demarcation between a true church, 
which is responsible to God as he has revealed himself, specifically 
and particularly, in Jesus Christ, and a false church which answers 
to and acknowledges the pressures of the age. Evangelicalism insists 
that the place of Christians is in the world; nevertheless, Christians 
must maintain their distinctive identity if they are to be salt and 
light to that world. ‘The place for the ship is in the sea; but God 
help the ship if the sea gets into it’ (D. L. Moody). One of the most 
distinctive aspects of evangelicalism is its dual affirmation of the 
importance of remaining in the world while simultaneously 
remaining distinct from the world. And the central resource which 
distinguishes the church from the world is Jesus Christ. 

Evangelicals are thus adamant that Christian theology is 
grounded in the particularities of the life, death and resurrection of 
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Jesus Christ, and that it is ultimately responsible to him - 
responsible to Christ in that it is obliged both to give account of 
him and to give account to him. Whatever statements we may 
choose to make about the character of God or the nature and 
destinity of human beings is ultimately grounded in and governed 
by the self-revelation of God in Christ. The evangelical 
understanding of the intimacy of the relationship between Jesus 
Christ and Scripture is such that an appeal to Christ is 
simultanously an appeal to Scripture, just as an appeal to Scripture 
is an appeal to Christ. This observation brings us to the evangelical 
emphasis upon the authority of Scripture, to which we may now 
turn. 
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The authority of 
Scripture 


At the Diet of Worms (18 April 1521), Martin Luther famously 
declared: ‘My conscience is captive to the word of God.” In much 
the same way, evangelicalism has seen itself as captive to that same 
word of God. The principle of the sufficiency of Scripture is of 
central importance to evangelicalism. The declaration of the 
Westminster Confession summarizes the evangelical consensus on 
this major issue: 


The whole counsel of God, concerning all things necessary for 
his own glory, man’s salvation, faith and life, is either expressly 
set down in Scripture, or by good and necessary consequence 
may be deduced from Scripture; to which nothing at any time 
is to be added, whether by new revelations of the Spirit, or 
traditions of men.’ 


It is perhaps at this point that evangelicalism shows most clearly its 
theological and spiritual continuity with the Reformation, and its 
concern to ensure that the life and thought of the Christian 
community was grounded in, and continually re-evaluated in the 
light of, Scripture.’ Yet this must not be understood to mean that ` 
evangelicalism is ‘a religion of a book’. Rather, evangelicalism 
focuses on the person and work of Jesus Christ, affirming the 
centrality and sovereignty of Jesus Christ in all matters of faith and 
life. Yet there is an inextricable and intimate connection between 
the word of God incarnate and the word of God in Scripture, in 
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that Jesus Christ is made known to us through the witness of 
Scripture, which in turn centres on his person and work. So 
important is this point that we may examine it in more detail. 


Scripture and Jesus Christ 


Scripture centres on and enfolds Christ, who can be known 
definitively only through its medium. Scripture, when rightly 
interpreted, leads to Christ; Christ can be known properly only 
through Scripture. As Luther put it, Christ is ‘the mathematical 
point of Holy Scripture’,* just as Scripture ‘is the swaddling clothes 
and manger in which Christ is laid’.? John Calvin made a similar 
point: “This is what we should seek . . . throughout the whole of 
Scripture: to know Jesus Christ truly, and the infinite riches which 
are included in him and are offered to us by God the Father.”® As 
the leading Dutch Reformed theologian Abraham Kuyper 
(1837-1920) declared, the sole object of saving faith is ‘Christ in the 
garments of Sacred Scripture’.’ 

Despite its high view of Scripture, evangelicalism has resisted 
the temptation to identify the text of Scripture itself with 
revelation.’ Scripture is regarded as a channel through which God’s 
self-revelation in Jesus Christ is encountered. Although it is a bearer 
of that self-revelation in Christ, it is not to be identified directly 
with that self-revelation. Scripture is not Jesus Christ. Yet as 
Kuyper so aptly put it, we cannot encounter Christ in any form 
other than that which we find in Scripture. Faith accepts Scripture 
as a testimony to Christ, and submits to Christ as the one of whom 
Scripture speaks.’ Christ is therefore known only as he is 
proclaimed in Scripture, and subsequently through the obedient and 
responsible proclamation of the Christian church. There is a 
strongly Trinitarian dimension to the evangelical understanding of 
revelation, which is particularly evident in its affirmation of the 
distinctive role of the Holy Spirit.'° Yet the evangelical 
understanding of the authority of Scripture focuses particularly on 
the person and work of Jesus Christ. 

As we have seen, at the centre of evangelicalism lies the belief 
that God has made himself known in and through Jesus Christ. 
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This is not a specifically evangelical belief: it is the common 
heritage of the Christian church. Karl Barth is but one of the great 
theologians of the Christian church to affirm this point: 


When Holy Scripture speaks of God, it does not permit us to 
let our attention or thoughts wander at random . . . When 
Holy Scripture speaks of God, it concentrates our attention and 
thoughts upon one single point and what is to be known at 
that point . . . If we ask further concerning the one point upon 
which, according to Scripture, our attention and thoughts 
should and must be concentrated, then from first to last the 
Bible directs us to the name of Jesus Christ." 


If evangelicalism is distinctive at this point, it is on account of the 
emphasis it has chosen to place upon this belief, and the inferences 
which it draws from it, rather than the substance of the belief itself. 
It is a vital part of the common faith of the entire Christian church, 
which evangelicalism has rightly discerned to be of foundational 
importance in maintaining the distinctive identity of the Christian 
faith. Full authority on heaven and earth has been given to the 
risen Christ (Mt. 28:17-20). Authority of any kind is thus primarily 
invested in the risen Christ; nevertheless, this leads on to a belief in 
scriptural authority, on account of the most intimate and natural 
of connections between Scripture, when rightly interpreted, and 
Christ. In the first place, evangelicals observe that Jesus Christ 
himself saw Scripture (in his case, the Old Testament) as God-given. 
This conviction cannot be regarded as something he uncritically 
accepted from his contemporaries; Christ had little hesitation in 
criticizing those beliefs and practices of Judaism which he regarded 
as unacceptable. Nor can it be treated as something that was 
incidental to his teaching; there are excellent reasons for asserting 
that it was integral to his own understanding of his mission, and a 
central component of his authoritative teaching.” 

Most Christians acknowledge that the teaching of Jesus 
possesses an inherent normative status; evangelicals insist that 
allegiance to Christ as Lord includes acceptance of his attitude to 
Scripture. It is true to note that ‘Christians are not those who 
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believe in the Bible, but those who believe in Christ.’ While this 
has some merit as a statement of priorities and emphases, it 
nevertheless sets up a misleading and unhelpful false dichotomy. It 
is not a question of either the Bible or Christ, as if they can or 
should be separated. There is an organic and essential connection 
between the two. We honour Christ by receiving both the 
Scriptures which he received, and those which the church has 
handed down to us as a divinely inspired witness to Christ. 

In the second place, and following on from what has just been 
said, Christology and scriptural authority are inextricably linked, 
in that it is Scripture which brings us to a knowledge of Jesus 
Christ. John Calvin correctly defined this as the whole point of 
Scripture. The New Testament is the only document we possess 
which the Christian church has recognized as authentically 
embodying and recollecting its understanding of Jesus, and the 
impact which he had upon people’s lives and thought. The reports 
we have concerning Jesus from extracanonical sources are of 
questionable reliability, and strictly limited value." The same God 
who gave Jesus Christ also gave Scripture as a testimony to Christ. 
It is precisely through the written word of Scripture that we, who 
live after Christ, have access to the living Word of God, given in 
history. 

The authority of Scripture thus rests upon both theological and 
historical considerations: it is through Jesus Christ that the 
distinctively Christian knowledge of God comes about, and this 
knowledge of Jesus is given only in Scripture. Christ is what gives 
Scripture its unity: as the British evangelical theologian Stephen 
Neill has emphasized, the central thought and subject which binds 
all parts of the Bible together, and in the light of which they are to 
be interpreted, is the person and work of Jesus Christ.” 


The authority of Scripture 
It is a relatively easy matter to find articles and books originating 


from the western academy declaring that there is a ‘crisis in biblical 
authority’. Yet the paradox is that these articles and books appear 
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at a time when there is substantial numerical growth in biblically 
grounded Christian communities, such as those western evangelical 
churches which regard Scripture as authoritative and Latin 
American grassroots communities which find in Scripture a 
foundational resource for their social and political programmes.”® 
There are excellent reasons for suggesting that there is a serious 
disjunction between an academy which finds the notion of 
‘authority’ repellent in itself and is committed to creativity, 
innovation and total freedom of thought; and ordinary Christians, 
who recognize that Scripture lies at the heart of the normal 
Christian life, even if they lack the theological framework to 
identify with any precision how they would conceptualize this 
distinctive function. 

It is a well-established fact of church history that the church has 
always regarded Scripture as authoritative, both in the sense of 
being the origin of its foundational ideas and values, and also the 
critic of those on offer from other sources. As a matter of historical 
observation, theories of how Scripture possesses such authority are 
posterior to the recognition of such authority in the first place. For 
example, theories of biblical inspiration are actually attempts to 
provide a de jure justification of an already existing de facto 
authority. Such theories aimed to explain why Scripture was 
accorded such authority and respect within the church; they did not 
establish that authority in the first place. During the Middle Ages, 
Scripture was regarded as fundamental to the theological 
enterprise,” and, in the hands of skilled preachers and writers such 
as Bernard of Clairvaux and Thomas à Kempis, became the basis of 
a highly developed spirituality. Nothing that can really be said to 
represent a precise theological formalization of this authority was 
offered. Scripture was at the heart of Christian devotion and 
thought.” 

To speak of a modern ‘crisis in biblical authority’ is thus 
potentially seriously misleading. As a matter of fact, the number of 
Christians who regard Scripture as authoritative is increasing; those 
who, in sympathy with more liberal trends, have moved away from 
biblically centred forms of Christianity are in decline. If there is a 
crisis, it concerns the manner in which this authority is articulated 
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and formalized at the theological level, with certain older approaches 
now being seen as conditioned responses to general cultural 
developments, particularly at the time of the Enlightenment. 
Benjamin B. Warfield’s understanding of the authority of Scripture, 
for example, is shaped by pressures and influences from the Scottish 
philosophy of common sense, which became of major importance 
at Princeton during the nineteenth century (see pp. 168-171). With 
the waning of the appeal of this philosophy, along with an 
increasing recognition of the inadequacy of its rationalist 
foundations, Warfield’s distinctive approach to the issue of the 
authority of Scripture has indeed found itself in ‘crisis’ - not on 
account of any waning in evangelical respect for Scripture, but on 
account of increasing misgivings concerning one particular manner 
of grounding and expressing that authority. 

It must also be stressed that there are those who have 
difficulties with the ‘authority of Scripture’ precisely because they 
have a determinative prior difficulty with the concept of authority 
itself. As we shall see, a central theme of modernism is a craving for 
total autonomy of self-definition. As Don Cupitt, a Cambridge 
theologian whose writings show a strong degree of affinity with this 
trend, notes, ‘modern people want to live their own lives, which 
means making their own rules, steering a course through life of 
one’s own choice’.” The notion of authority, or of any limitations 
of options, is thus seen as repressive. Modernity (and also, in a 
somewhat different manner, postmodernity) want to be free to 
construct their own realities. The idea of one’s intellectual options 
concerning, for example, the nature and purposes of God being 
limited or controlled by an external norm is potentially in conflict 
with a worldview which places an emphasis upon autonomy, self- 
generation and self-validation - a worldview which has gained the 
ascendancy in most western universities.”° 


The liberating dimension of scriptural authority 


The evangelical insistence upon the authority of Scripture reflects 
a determination not to permit anything from outside the Christian 


58 


the authority of Scripture 


heritage to become the norm for what is truly ‘Christian’. Critics 
of the notion of biblical authority sometimes suggest that we would 
be liberated if we were to abandon the authority of Scripture. It 
seems to me that this is simply a covert demand to acknowledge the 
authority of something - or someone - else. The Christian 
insistence upon the authority of Scripture reflects a determination 
not to permit anything from outside the Christian heritage to 
become the norm for what is truly ‘Christian’. Theological history 
has provided us with many all-too-uncomfortable examples of what 
happens when a theology cuts itself loose from the controlling 
influence of the Christian tradition, and seeks norms from outside 
that tradition. 

There is no difficulty about providing examples of the manner 
in which Christian thought has become captive to a prevailing 
ideology. A classic example is provided by the ‘imperial theology’, 
whose formulation is especially associated with Eusebius of 
Caesarea, which shackled the exposition of Scripture (especially its 
messianic passages) to an ideology which saw the Roman empire as 
the climax of God’s redemptive purposes. With the conversion of 
the Roman emperor Constantine in the fourth century, a new era 
in Christian history had dawned. Some Christian writers, most 
notably Eusebius, portrayed Constantine as an instrument chosen 
by God for the conversion of the empire. Eusebius’ ‘Rome- 
theology’ appears to have had a deep impact upon Christian 
thinking in this crucial period, not least in rendering Rome 
virtually immune from reflective criticism on the part of Christian 
writers. 

Indeed, so intimate was the connection which came to be 
presupposed between empire and gospel that the sack of Rome 
(410) endangered the future of western Christianity. The fall of 
Rome raised a series of potentially difficult questions for the 
imperial theology. Why had Rome been sacked? Augustine 
addresses such questions in The City of God, partly to discredit a 
‘theology of history’ which had become influential in Christian 
circles, and to liberate Christianity from this straitjacket which had 
been imposed upon it. The City of God topples Rome from its 
position in Eusebius’ theology of history. No longer is Rome 
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portrayed as God’s chosen instrument for the salvation of the 
world, and the preservation of the gospel. The restrictive (and 
highly distorting) controlling influence of an imperial ideology 
upon the Christian exposition of Scripture was thus removed.”’ As 
a result, the fall of Rome did not entail the fall of the gospel itself. 
By enslaving itself to a prevailing ideology, the dominant form of 
Christian thought had ensured its survival - indeed, its ascendancy 
- in the short term. But when that ideology collapsed, it brought 
its allies down with it. At least a substantial section of Christian 
theology had come to depend upon this ideology. Augustine’s great 
contribution was to allow it to rediscover its true legitimation and 
foundation in Scripture, as read and received within the church. 

A more recent example of such a non-biblical controlling 
influence upon Christianity may be found by looking to the history 
of the German church under Adolf Hitler, which was obliged to 
acknowledge the authority of “German culture’. Some meekly 
submitted to this ideological straitjacket; others were bold enough 
to insist that Christianity must remain faithful to itself, by taking 
its heritage with the utmost seriousness, and refuse to be controlled 
by anything other than the living Christ, as we find him in 
Scripture. As we noted earlier (p. 35), the celebrated Barmen 
Declaration of May 1934 rejected the Nazi doctrine that God was 
now speaking a new message to humanity through German history, 
a view which had been openly stated by theologians such as Paul 
Althaus in 1933.7? This declaration was rejected by the ‘German 
Christians’, a group within the mainline Protestant denominations 
who were sympathetic to Hitler. The Ansbacher Consultation, 
issued by the ‘German Christians’ in June 1934 in response to the 
Barmen Declaration, declared that theology and the church should 
take their cues from culture and the state, and argued that the 
church should adapt itself radically to conform to the new German 
situation, recognizing that God had given the German people ‘a 
pious and faithful ruler’ in the person of Adolf Hitler.” 

Many forms of theological liberalism invite us to seek norms 
drawn from human experience and culture, and acknowledge the 
authority of Scripture where it happens to endorse or resonate with 
these. The difficulty for liberalism is that its cultural 
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accommodationism simply makes Christian theology a hostage to 
the dominant cultural ideology, in a manner which shows alarming 
parallels with the situation which developed in the German church 
crisis of the mid-1930s.* The Barmen Declaration was not so much 
a protest against Hitler and Nazism (though that it unquestionably 
was); it also represented a passionate affirmation of the need for 
Christian faith and theology to avoid entangling themselves in the 
bonds of a prevailing culture. As Stanley Hauerwas and William H. 
Willimon comment: 


Nazi Germany was the supreme test for modern theology. 
There we experienced the ‘modern world’, which we had so 
labored to understand and to become credible to, as the world, 
not only of the Copernican world view, computers, and the 
dynamo, but also of the Nazis. Barth was horrified that his 
church lacked the theological resources to stand against Hitler. 
It was the theological liberals, those who had spent their 
theological careers translating the faith into terms that could be 
understood by modern people, and used in the creation of 
modern civilization, who were unable to say no. Some, like 
Emanuel Hirsch, even said yes to Hitler.” 


Hirsch, like so many other German liberal theologians at the time, 
failed to see the dangers of allowing theology to slide into bondage 
to the prevailing culture - even when that culture became Nazi. 

It should also be recalled here that it was the German academics 
who lent their full support to the war policy of Kaiser Wilhelm in 
1914.7* It is too easily forgotten - or deliberately suppressed by 
those sympathetic to a liberal culture-led theology - that it was 
leading liberal theologians, such as Adolf von Harnack, who 
supported the aggressive imperial war policy at this time. It was no 
wonder that Karl Barth felt that his world was shattered, on seeing 
his revered liberal teachers lining up to support the policy of war 
in Europe. As Barth later recalled: 


For me personally, one day in the beginning of August of that 
year stands out as a black day, on which ninety-three German 
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intellectuals, among whom I was horrified to discover almost 
all of my hitherto revered theological teachers, published a 
profession of support for the war policy of Kaiser Wilhelm II 
and his counsellors. Amazed by their attitude, I realized that I 
could no longer follow their ethics and dogmatics, or their 
understandings of the Bible and history, and that the theology 
of the nineteenth century no longer had any future for me.” 


And what, one wonders, was the Soviet academy doing 
throughout the dark night of the Russian soul? All the evidence 
points to Soviet academics being little more than puppets who lent 
covert support to the shocking oppression of Stalinism. It is often 
suggested that the academy is the safeguarder of liberty. The 
evidence simply does not endorse this. Nazi Germany and the 
Stalinist Soviet Union are clear instances of an academy which lent 
support, both passive and active, to oppression. Martin Heidegger’s 
existentialism may have proved invaluable to many, seeking inner 
peace and a truly authentic existence. However, Heidegger’s 
Freiburg Rektoratsrede openly advocated support of National 
Socialism. The irony of this point cannot be overlooked. The 
church must look elsewhere than to the academy if she is to 
maintain her liberty and avoid perennial exile on the edge of a 
secular culture. 

Acknowledging the authority of Scripture is thus something 
profoundly liberating. It frees us from the slavish demand that we 
follow each and every cultural trend, and offers us a framework 
whereby we may judge them, as the Confessing Church chose to 
judge Hitler, rather than follow him - despite the enormous 
cultural pressure placed upon them to conform to the prevailing 
cultural climate. Reclaiming the Bible allows us to imitate Christ, 
rather than the latest whim of a fragmented and confused culture.” 

There is a lesson here for today’s western churches, who often 
seem to be throwing themselves uncritically at the feet of today’s 
cultural norms. Only by rediscovering norms outside and apart 
from our culture may we avoid becoming enslaved to what Alasdair 
MacIntyre has styled the ‘Self-Images of the Age’. We criticize 
German liberal theologians for supporting the imperial war policy 
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in 1914, while turning a blind eye to the fact that they were simply 
endorsing a general cultural trend. We criticize the German 
Christians for obeying Hitler in the 1930s, conveniently choosing 
to overlook that they were simply submitting themselves to the 
prevailing cultural norms. We are doing the same today, by 
allowing ourselves and our churches to follow societal norms and 
values, irrespective of their origins and goals. To allow our ideas 
and values to become controlled by anything or anyone other than 
the self-revelation of God in Scripture is to adopt an ideology, 
rather than a theology; it is to become controlled by ideas and 
values whose origins lie outside the Christian tradition - and 
potentially to become enslaved to them. 

Such ideas and values may be powerful correctives to lazy and 
irresponsible theologies, just as Marxism has provided a critique of 
aspects of Christian social thought and feminism of patriarchal 
tendencies within the church. But Marxist values and ‘women’s 
experience’ - to name but two pertinent examples to which others 
could readily be added - cannot become foundational for 
Christianity, which is grounded in God, as known in Christ. The 
example of the German church under Hitler is instructive, in that 
it points to the need for a criterion by which the church can judge 
the secular world. A theology which is grounded in values, whether 
radical or conservative, drawn solely from the secular world 
becomes powerless to criticize that world. If the church permits its 
leading ideas to become grounded in a set of beliefs or values, it is 
hardly in a position to criticize those values, in that it would 
merely undermine its own position. A theology grounded in 
German culture thus found itself without any credible means to 
criticize that culture when it turned nasty. What was once believed 
to be liberating turned out to be decidedly menacing and sinister. 
It is significant that it was theologians such as Karl Barth and 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who refused to look for God anywhere other 
than in Jesus Christ, who provided the most serious and thoughtful 
opposition to the culture wars waged by the Third Reich. 

To illustrate how Scripture can be enslaved by those who 
profess to liberate it, I shall explore the writings of John Shelby 
Spong, especially his Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism 
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(1991). All of us know about the problem of fundamentalism. In 
1910, the first of a series of twelve books entitled The Fundamentals 
appeared.*’ By a series of historical accidents, the term 
‘fundamentalist? took its name from this series of works. 
Fundamentalism arose as a religious reaction within American 
culture to the rise of a secular culture.” Despite the wide use of the 
term to refer to religious movements within Islam and Judaism, the 
term originally and properly designates a movement within 
Protestant Christianity in the United States, especially during the 
period 1920-40. The weaknesses of this movement are well known, 
and do not require documentation here. But if we are to reject 
fundamentalism, what are we to replace it with? There is a real 
need to rescue the Bible from fundamentalism; but those who claim 
to rescue it often shackle it to their own ends. 

And this is where Bishop Spong, whose somewhat modest 
theological competence is vastly exceeded by his ability to obtain 
media attention, comes in. In his Rescuing the Bible from 
Fundamentalism - a work which would probably have been 
dismissed as utterly inconsequential were its writer not a bishop (a 
fact heavily emphasized on its front cover) - Spong offers to 
liberate the Bible from a fundamentalist stranglehold. But it soon 
becomes clear that the Bible is to be ‘liberated’ only to be enslaved 
to the latest cultural norms prevailing among the Greater New 
England liberal élite. This work is as aggressive in its modernity as 
it is selective and superficial in its argumentation and intolerant and 
dismissive of the views of others. 

For example, at one point, Spong tentatively advances the idea 
that Paul might have been a homosexual. A few pages later, this 
seems to have become an established result of New Testament 
scholarship, leading Spong to the conclusion that one of the 
church’s greatest teachers was a ‘rigidly controlled gay male’.” The 
hard historical evidence for this dramatic assertion? Nil. One 
cannot help wondering if the New Testament is being less than 
subtly massaged here, to fit the sensitivities of a retrospective liberal 
conscience. 

Much the same thing can be seen in his Born of a Woman 
(1992),°* in which we learn that Mary, far from being a virgin, was 
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actually a rape victim. The hard historical evidence for this? Nil. 
Yet Spong apparently expects his readers to take his views on board 
as the assured findings of New Testament scholarship, and 
reconstruct their vision of the Christian faith and life as a result. 
One cannot help but feel that reasoned argumentation has here 
been replaced by a special pleading and petulant assertion, more 
characteristic of the fundamentalist groups to which Bishop Spong 
takes such exception. 

Bishop Spong recognizes that his views are unpopular, and 
believes that this is because they are thoroughly up to date and 
intellectually respectable. Sadly, they are just unpopular. Spong 
constructs a fantasy world, in which his own vision of a politically 
correct culture leads him to impose political and social stereotypes 
upon the New Testament with a fierce and uncritical dogmatism 
and a lack of scholarly insight and responsibility which many had 
assumed were only associated with the likes of Jerry Falwell. The 
pseudo-scholarly character of Spong’s approach has been pointed 
out by N. T. Wright.” Commenting on Spong’s attempts to cast 
himself as a persecuted hero, standing for the truth in the midst of 
a fundamentalist ocean, Wright remarks: 


[Spong] rushes on, constructing imaginary historical worlds and 
inviting us to base our faith and life upon them. If we refuse 
this invitation he will, no doubt, hurl his favourite abuse-word 
at us again. But if everyone who disagrees with Spong’s book 
turns out to be a fundamentalist, then I suppose that all the 
fundamentalist churches in the world would not be able to 
contain the new members who would suddenly arrive on their 
doorsteps.” 


My point is that it is not enough to argue for the need to wrest 
Scripture free from those who imprison it within the severe 
limitations of a fundamentalist approach. Too often, the professed 
liberators of Scripture proceed immediately to imprison it within 
their own worldview. This is no liberation; this is merely a change 
in dictators, similar to that experienced by those unfortunate 
enough to live in the eastern regions of Germany in 1945, who 
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found themselves liberated from Hitler only to discover that they 
had been rescued by Stalin. 


Rival approaches to authority 


For some writers, the notion of ‘the authority of Scripture’ is 
unacceptable on account of a prior commitment to the authority of 
something else. In part, the evangelical commitment to the 
authority of Scripture represents a careful and critical assessment of 
rival approaches to authority, and an affirmation that Scripture 
must be regarded as carrying greater theological and spiritual weight 
than them. In what follows, we shall explore four rival approaches, 
and subject them to critical evaluation. Each of these concepts 1s 
complex, and worthy of extended discussion in their own right; 
sadly, such a book-length analysis lies beyond the scope of the 
present study, with the result that the four areas to be discussed 
cannot be engaged with to the extent that those with a particular 
concern for methodology would regard as satisfactory. The four 
areas in question are: 

1. Culture 

2. Experience 

3. Reason 

4, Tradition 
The first two are characteristic of ‘liberal’ approaches to theology, 
which, distressed by the particularity of the Christian faith, attempt 
to found theology on allegedly ‘universal’ foundations. We begin by 
considering what authority can be accorded to culture. 


I. Culture 


Some liberal writers have argued that theology is to seek its public 
legitimation and justification by engaging with western culture. An 
excellent example of this approach can be found in the works of 
Gordon Kaufman, who argues as follows: 


The roots of theology are not restricted to the life of the 
church or to special dogmas or documents venerated in the 
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church, nor are they to be found in something as inchoate as 
‘raw experience’. They are to be found, rather, in the ordinary 
language(s) of Western culture at large.” 


Yet this statement raises fundamental questions of such magnitude 
that this approach to theology founders before it leaves the 
harbour. Why western culture? What can conceivably justify this 
ethnocentricity? Something alarmingly like a crude cultural 
imperialism nestles within this affirmation, which writes off the 
remainder of global culture as theologically insignificant. Just as 
nineteenth-century British liberals believed that the best way to 
improve the world was to bring it all under British rule, so 
theological liberalism seems to assume that only a western liberal 
outlook has any global viability. Asian and African Christianity 
will just have to learn from their western superiors. This approach 
cannot be taken seriously in today’s world, in which the failings 
and limitations of western culture are evident, even to those who 
live within its bounds. 

Furthermore, the naive appeal to ‘western culture’ in the 
singular cannot be sustained in a modern pluralist culture. The 
liberal approach is unquestionably at its most credible within a 
context in which there is a single outlook characteristic of society 
as a whole - such as that which appears to be presumed by the 
disarmingly simplistic phrase ‘western culture’. Sociologist Peter L. 
Berger notes that ‘every human society has its own corpus of 
officially credited wisdom, the beliefs and values that most people 
take as self-evidently true’. There was a point when western society 
was both culturally homogeneous and professedly Christian. In 
such a context, liberalism had considerable appeal. But this neat and 
tidy approach has become virtually unworkable through the 
chronic intellectual and moral pluralism of modern western society. 
In the past — for example, in sixteenth-century England - there may 
have been only one set of beliefs and values in a culture; now, there 
are many competing beliefs and values on offer, encouraged by a 
polity which has come to regard the tolerance and fostering of 
plurality as a national goal in itself, consonant with the pursuit of 


individual liberty.” 
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An excellent example of a significant work to illustrate this 
western cultural imperialism while claiming to establish universal 
norms may be found in Lawrence Kohlberg’s analysis of the 
development of moral stages from infancy to adulthood.” Kohlberg 
believed that he had uncovered a universal cultural pattern; his 
many critics made the point that his ‘moral stages’ related only to 
white males in western post-Enlightenment culture.*’ The same 
fundamental fallacy underlies the liberal attempt to globalize or 
totalize on the basis of western culture; allegedly ‘universal’ 
judgments or truths are adduced on the basis of highly ethnocentric 
and particular values and beliefs. Western liberalism has thus been 
forced to concede its own cultural particularity, and abandon its 
pretensions to universality. The theological implications of this 
development for any kind of appeal to ‘culture’ as a foundational 
theological resource will be painfully obvious. 

A theological liberalism of this kind thus finds itself 
increasingly adrift, having lost what was once its confident and 
secure ideological moorings. What is the sense in making a universal 
appeal to ‘culture’ when there is no universal culture to appeal to? 
Berger comments thus on the enormous difficulties facing the 
liberal theological enterprise in a modern western pluralist culture: 


The various efforts by Christians to accommodate to the 
‘wisdom of the world’ in this situation becomes a difficult, 
frantic and more than a little ridiculous affair. Each time that 
one has, after an enormous effort, managed to adjust the faith 
to the prevailing culture, that culture turns around and changes 
... Our pluralistic culture forces those who would ‘update’ 
Christianity into a state of permanent nervousness. The 
‘wisdom of the world’, which is the standard by which they 
would modify the religious tradition, varies from one social 
location to another; what is worse, even in the same locale it 
keeps on changing, often rapidly.” 


Berger’s sociological analysis makes it clear that some views will be 


‘the accepted wisdom in one social milieu and utter foolishness in 
another’. Or, to put it another way, it is not a universal way of 
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thinking or set of values; it is socially located, in a specific class or 
social group. Earlier, we noted how ‘fundamentalism’ is often 
linked with a sociological address that would look something like 
‘lower middle class from the deep South’. Liberalism has 
traditionally occupied a rather different sociological address: that of 
the cultural elite. Berger’s perceptive comments here merit close 
study: 


The wisdom of the world today always has a sociological address. 
In consequence, every accommodation to it on the part of 
Christians will be ‘relevant’ in one very specific social setting 
(usually determined by class), and ‘irrelevant’ in another. 
Christians, then, who set out to accommodate the faith to the 
modern world should ask themselves which sector of that 
world they seek to address. Very probably, whatever 
aggiornamento they come up with will include some, exclude 
others. And if the aggiornamento is undertaken with the 
cultural élite in mind, then it is important to appreciate that the 
beliefs of this particular group are the most fickle of all.” 


It is thus potentially meaningless to talk about ‘making Christianity 
relevant to the modern world’ or to ‘western culture’. This implies 
a theoretical universality to ‘the modern world’ and ‘western 
culture’ which is absent in reality. Every attempt to accommodate 
Christianity to the beliefs of one social grouping proves to make it 
irrelevant to another. The paradox underlying the entire liberal 
enterprise is that for everyone for whom the gospel is made 
‘relevant’, there is someone else for whom it is made irrelevant. 
A more fundamental problem, however, relates to the 
traditional liberal insistence that Christian theology relate to 
‘modern ways of thinking’ or ‘values acceptable to our culture’. In 
a monolithic culture, this strategy is fairly straightforward, 
whatever its theological deficiences may be. However, in an society 
which is openly committed to pluralism, these demands degenerate 
into empty platitudes. Which ways of thinking? Which values? 
Philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre, reacting against naive rhetoric 
about ‘rationality’ and ‘justice’, provocatively entitled his celebrated 
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book, severely undermining liberalism’s intellectual foundations, 
Whose Justice? Which Rationality? Furthermore, the rapid pace of 
cultural change in the West results in cultural accommodation 
having an inbuilt outdatedness; today’s prevailing wisdom rapidly 
becomes tomorrow’s discarded whim. 

To the historian of Christian theology in the last fifty or so 
years, the same pattern may be seen to emerge consistently: the 
‘spirit of the age’ turns out to be remarkably ephemeral, leading to 
a correspondingly brief window of credibility for theologies which 
ground themselves in contemporary social mores. It was this 
observation which prompted the wise comment of William Inge, a 
former Dean of St Paul’s Cathedral, London: ‘If you marry the 
spirit of your own generation, you will be a widow in the next.’ 
Thus the seemingly assured radical positions of the 1960s came to 
be overturned during the 1980s, just as the rise of postmodernism 
reflects the seriously eroded credibility of a universal rationality 
once regarded as central to ‘liberal’ theological method. The noted 
Jewish liberal writer Eugene B. Borowitz is a perceptive critic of 
this fatally vulnerable trend in liberal theology. Surveying the ruins 
of liberal religious thought, both Jewish and Christian, Borowitz 
points out the vulnerability - indeed, the indefensibility - of its 
central beliefs: 


Liberalism lost its cultural hegemony largely because of the 
demythologization of its allies, universal rationalism and 
science. At one time we thought them not only our finest 
sources of truth but our surest means to human ennoblement. 
Today the sophisticated know that they deal only in possible 
‘constructions of reality’, and the masses sense that they 
commend ethical relativism more than necessary values and 
duties.” 


But perhaps the most fundamental criticism of all here concerns 
the ‘givenness of culture’. As we have seen, German culture became 
dominated by National Socialism during the 1930s. Those who 
argued that theology should take its cues or seek its foundations in 
culture soon found themselves arguing that Christian theology 
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should respond to the totally new situation created by the rise of 
- National Socialism by taking on board Nazi ideas and values (see 
pp. 60-61). Thus Emanuel Hirsch argued that, since ‘National 
Socialism, based on the right of historical change, is becoming the 
self-evident and normative form of live for all Germans’, 
Christianity in Germany was under obligation to incorporate these 
norms into its life and doctrine. Much the same point has been 
made in subsequent situations, with demands that Christianity 
conform to the latest cultural trend, on the assumption that 
whatever direction culture takes is somehow the outcome of divine 
providence, and of binding importance. As the rise of Nazism and 
Stalinism have made abundantly clear, cultural trends need to be 
criticized. They cannot be allowed to be normative. And that 
demands that Christianity ground itself on something which 
transcends cultural particularities - namely, the self-revelation of 


God. 


2. Experience 


‘Experience’ is an imprecise term. The origins of the English word 
are relatively well understood: it derives from the Latin term 
“experientia, which could be interpreted as ‘that which arises out of 
travelling through life (ex-perientia)’. In this broad sense, it means 
‘an accumulated body of knowledge, arising through first-hand 
encounter with life’. When one speaks of ‘an experienced teacher’ 
or ‘an experienced doctor’, the implication is that the teacher or 
doctor has learned her craft through first-hand application. Yet the 
term has developed an acquired meaning, which particularly 
concerns us here. It has come to refer to the inner life of 
individuals, in which those individuals become aware of their own 
subjective feelings and emotions.” It relates to the inward and 
subjective world of experience, as opposed to the outward world of 
everyday life. A series of writings, including William James’s 
celebrated study The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), have 
stressed the importance of the subjective aspects of religion in 
general, and Christianity in particular. Christianity is not simply 
about ideas; it is also about the interpretation and transformation 
of the inner life of the individual. This concern with human 
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experience is particularly associated with existentialism, which has 
sought to restore an awareness of the importance of the inner life 
of individuals to both theology and philosophy.  _ 

Two main approaches may be discerned within Christian 
theology to the question of the relation of experience to theology: 

1. The approach which has become especially associated with 
liberal writers, which argues that experience provides a foundational 
resource for Christian theology. 

2. The traditional approach, associated with evangelicalism, 
which argues that Christian theology provides an interpretative 
framework by which human experience may be interpreted. 

We shall begin our analysis of these options by considering the 
first position, which regards human experience as explicans, 
something which possesses explanatory or revelatory significance. 

The idea that human religious experience can act as a 
foundational resource for Christian theology has obvious 
attractions. It suggests that Christian theology is concerned with 
human experience ~ something which is common to all humanity, 
rather than the exclusive preserve of a small group. To those who 
are embarrassed by the ‘scandal of particularity’ the approach has 
many merits. It suggests that all the world religions are basically 
human responses to the same religious experience - often referred 
to as ‘a core experience of the transcendent’. Theology is thus the 
Christian attempt to reflect upon this common human experience, 
in the knowledge that the same experience underlies the other 
world religions. We shall return to this point later in dealing with 
the question of the relation of Christianity to the other religions. 

This approach also has considerable attractions for Christian 
apologetics, as the writings of many recent American theologians, 
especially Paul Tillich and David Tracy, make clear. In that humans 
share a common experience, whether they chose to regard it as 
‘religious’ or not, Christian theology can address this common 
experience. The problem of agreeing upon a common starting-point 
is thus avoided; the starting-point is already provided, in human 
experience. Apologetics can demonstrate that the Christian gospel 
makes sense of common human experience. This approach is 
probably seen at its best in Paul Tillich’s sermons The Courage to 
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Be, which attracted considerable attention after their publication in 
1952. It seemed to many that Tillich had succeeded in correlating 
the Christian proclamation with common human experience.” 

But there are difficulties here. The most obvious is that there 
is actually very little empirical evidence for a ‘common core 
experience’ throughout human history and culture. The idea is 
easily postulated, and virtually impossible to verify. This approach 
has found its most mature and sophisticated expression in the 
‘Experiential-Expressive Theory of Doctrine’, to use a term 
employed by the distinguished Yale theologian George Lindbeck. 
In his volume The Nature of Doctrine (1984), Lindbeck provides an 
important analysis of the nature of Christian doctrine. One of the 
many merits of this book is the debate which it has initiated over 
this unjustly neglected aspect of Christian theology, which has 
assumed new importance recently on account of the impact of the 
ecumenical movement. 

Lindbeck suggests that theories of doctrine may be divided into 
three general types. The cognitive-propositionalist theory lays stress 
upon the cognitive aspects of religion, emphasizing the manner in 
which doctrines function as truth claims or informative 
propositions. The experiential-expressive theory interprets doctrines 
as non-cognitive symbols of inner human feelings or attitudes. A 
third possibilty, which Lindbeck himself favours, is the cultural- 
linguistic approach to religion. Lindbeck associates this model with 
a ‘rule’ or ‘regulative’ theory of doctrine. It is Lindbeck’s criticism 
of the second such theory which is of particular interest to us at 
this point. 

The ‘experiential-expressive’ theory, according to Lindbeck, sees 
religions, including Christianity, as public, culturally conditioned 
manifestations and affirmations of pre-linguistic forms of 
consciousness, attitudes and feelings. In other words, there is some 
common universal ‘religious experience’, which Christian theology 
(in common with other religions) attempts to express in words. 
Experience comes first; theology comes in later. As Lindbeck 
argues, the attraction of this approach to doctrine is grounded in a 
number of features of late twentieth-century western thought. Thus 
a contemporary preoccupation with inter-religious dialogue lends 
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plausibility to the view that the various religions are diverse 
expressions of a common core experience, such as an ‘isolable core 
of encounter’ or an ‘unmediated awareness of the transcendent’. 

The principal objection to this theory, thus stated, is its obvious 
gross phenomenological inaccuracy. As Lindbeck points out, the 
possibility of religious experience is shaped by religious expectation, 
so that ‘religious experience’ is conceptually derivative, if not 
vacuous. ‘It is difficult or impossible to specify its distinctive 
features, and yet unless this is done, the assertion of commonality 
becomes logically and empirically vacuous.’*' The assertion that ‘the 
various religions are diverse symbolizations of one and the same 
core experience of the Ultimate? is ultimately an axiom, an 
unverifiable hypothesis - perhaps even a dogma, in the pejorative 
sense of the term - not least on account of the difficulty of locating 
and describing the ‘core experience’ concerned. As Lindbeck rightly 
points out, this would appear to suggest that there is ‘at least the 
logical possibility that a Buddhist and a Christian might have 
basically the same faith, although expressed very differently’. The 
theory can only be credible if it is possible to isolate a common 
core experience from religious language and behaviour, and 
demonstrate that the latter two are articulations of or responses to 
the former. 

Attempts to evaluate this theory are totally frustrated by its 
inherent resistance to verification or falsification. While conclusive 
empirical evidence is not available to allow us to evaluate the 
suggestion that religious language and rites are a response to prior 
religious experience, the possibility that religious language and rites 
create that experience (for example, through arousing expectation of 
such experience, and indicating in what manner it may arise, and 
what form it might assume) is at least as probable on both the 
empirical and logical levels.” 

Equally, the suggestion that the experience of individuals is to 
be placed above, or before, the communal religion itself seems to 
invert observable priorities. Thus Schleiermacher, who might be 
taken as the archetype of such an experientially grounded approach 
to theology, does not understand ‘experience’ to designate the 
undifferentiated and idiosyncratic emotions or existential 
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apprehensions of each individual believer; rather, he understands 
‘experience’ to be grounded in the memory, witness and celebration 
of the community of faith. The theological significance of the 
Christian experience is articulated at the communal, not the 
individual, level. 

The notion of a common core experience which remains 
constant throughout the diversity of human cultures and the flux 
of history, while being articulated and expressed in an astonishing 
variety of manners, remains profoundly unconvincing. Empirically, 
this notion is highly questionable: thus Lonergan wisely concedes 
that religious experience varies from one culture, class and 
individual to another, while apparently being reluctant to draw 
the conclusion his concessions suggest, however tentatively - that 
it varies from one religion to another. While the doctrinal tradition 
of the church is publicly available for analysis, however, allowing 
its allegedly ‘unchangeable’ character to be assessed critically, 
religious experience remains a subjective, vacuous and nebulous 
concept, the diachronic continuity and constancy of which 
necessarily lie beyond verification or ~- as seems the more probable 
outcome - falsification.” 

The main lines of Lindbeck’s critique of experiential theories of 
doctrine which treat doctrine as dealing with ubiquitous 
prereflective private experience common to all religions are timely 
and persuasive. Three further criticisms of such theories may be 
added, as follows. 

In the first place, we must note the emphatic insistence within 
at least one strand of the Christian tradition that experience and 
reality are, at least potentially, to be radically opposed. Doctrine 
does not necessarily express or articulate experience, but may 
contradict it. Perhaps the most celebrated instance of such an 
attitude may be found in Martin Luther’s ‘theology of the cross,’ 
in which emphasis is laid simultaneously upon the importance of 
religious experience in the authentic Christian life, and its 
unreliability as a theological resource. The ‘experience seeking 
expression’ in the writings of a ‘theologian of glory’ and a 
‘theologian of the cross’ (to use Luther’s expressions) gives every 
appearance of being very different - yet both require to be 
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subsumed under the same ‘experiential-expressivist’ model. 

In the second place, there is an apparent assumption that the 
present experience of an individual, whatever that may be, 
constitutes the primary datum of religion. This emphasis appears to 
suggest that no fundamental distinction may be made between the 
experience of an individual who has deliberately and consciously 
determined to reject a religion, and one who has equally 
deliberately and consciously determined to embrace one. Consider, 
for example, an occurrence which is increasingly common within 
the global religious situation, but with important roots in the 
formative stages of the Christian tradition - conversion.” Take the 
case of an individual, brought up within a purely secular 
environment and disposed towards a materialist atheism, who 
subsequently discovers Christianity and becomes a ‘born-again 
Christian’. Is the experience of this individual in these two very 
different situations the same? It is, surely, inconceivable that they 
should be identical, or even similar, particularly if one of the more 
experientially orientated Christian traditions is implicated in the 
conversion experience. Further, empirical psychological studies have 
indicated that ‘committed’ religious individuals have markedly 
different psychological qualities and social attitudes from those who 
assume a merely ‘consensual’ position. In other words, those who 
have actively chosen to commit themselves to faith are quite 
distinct in their outlooks from those who simply acquiesce in social 
attitudes and trends, of which religion is one. Such differences are 
expressed at both the experiential and cognitive level - for example, 
the manner in which prayer is experienced and interpreted.®’ Yet 
the experiential-expressivist approach to religion appears to lack the 
conceptual framework to distinguish these situations, on account of 
what Lindbeck terms the ‘homogenizing tendencies associated with 
liberal experiential-expressivism’.” ‘Experience’ is thus treated by 
liberalism as something which is homogeneous, common and 
unchanging, unaffected by alterations in religious affiliations - in 
short, something universal, upon which theology may contruct 
itself in the public arena. 

The transition from unbelief to faith would thus be held to 
involve a degree of existential reorientation, obliging an 
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experiential-expressivist theory of religion to account for this 
change. In that conversion is a highly significant element in human 
religious experience, past and present, the need to differentiate 
between ‘believing’ and ‘unbelieving’ experience would seem to be 
a sufficiently important aspect of religion to require theories of 
religion and doctrine to be able to account for it. 

In the third place, a serious issue demands attention concerning 
the ‘content’ or ‘referent’ of an experience. How can we know that 
- how, in fact, can we even begin to enquire whether, and in what 
manner ~ the experience we are attempting to capture in a verbal 
moment or symbol really is an experience of God? What grounds 
do we have for suggesting that human experience is in some way 
related to a reality, traditionally designated ‘God’? On what 
grounds are we entitled to identify a moment or moments as 
charged with the fragrance of divinity, and not simply an 
experience which is human and mundane? The great dilemma of 
the young Karl Barth, preparing his Sunday sermon at Safenwil, 
becomes our dilemma. For Barth, the crucial question concerned 
the words he would preach: how could he rest assured that these 
words in some way embodied or conveyed the word of God, rather 
than his own words? In what sense could he claim that he was 
proclaiming the word of God, and not merely lending a spurious 
legitimacy and unmerited authority to the words of Karl Barth? 
How can the ‘experience seeking expression’ be identified as an 
experience of God, and not as an experience of a secular and godless 
world, or an eccentric existential solipsism? And what of non- 
theistic religions? Doubtless an experiential-expressive account of 
Theravada Buddhism would insist that this tradition gives access to 
religious experience ~ but can it be regarded as an experience of 
God, when that tradition itself explicitly repudiates such a 
suggestion? Experience may indeed seek expression - but it also 
demands a criterion by which it may be judged. 

This point could be developed further, particularly in the light 
of the trend towards secularism in western society. The 
‘experiential-expressive’ approach to religion and doctrine asserts the 
primacy of present experience as the medium of God’s revelation. 
The implicit presupposition of this approach is that there is some 
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experience to express - for example, Schleiermacher’s notion of 
piety as a sense of absolute dependence, Otto’s category of the 
numinous, and Tillich’s experience of the unconditioned. But what 
if there is no experience to express? If God is experienced as absent 
from his world - which Bonhoeffer suggests is the inevitable result 
in a ‘world come of age’ - in what sense can we affirm that he is 
present? Luther, taking the event of the crucifixion as a paradigm, 
argues that experience is corrected by doctrine; that experience is 
properly interpreted, even to the point of being contradicted, by 
and within a theological framework. Experience, in other words, is 
the explicandum, rather than the explicans; it is what requires to be 
interpreted, rather than the interpreting agent itself. God 1s 
experienced as absent; doctrine affirms that God is present in a 
hidden manner. Theology engages with human experience; yet 
experience often needs to be criticized and radically reinterpreted. 
This is a major theme of Luther’s ‘theology of the cross’. For 
Luther, the cross mounts a powerful attack on another human 
resource upon which too much spiritual weight is often placed, 
especially in modern western thought. The experience of the 
individual is singled out as having revelatory authority. ‘What I 
experience is what is right.’ ‘I don’t experience it that way.’ Luther 
suggests that individual experience is often seriously unreliable as a 
guide to matters of faith. The way we experience things is not 
necessarily the way things really are. 

It is this potential tension between theology and experience 
which raises such difficulties for liberal writers such as David Tracy 
and Schubert Ogden. As has often been pointed out, the model 
offered by such theologians systematically minimizes both ‘the 
historical particularity of the [Christian] tradition as well as the 
force of its conflict with experience’.” For such reasons, the second 
approach outlined above to the understanding of the relation 
between experience and theology has regained a hearing. 

According to this approach, experience is an explicandum, 
something which itself requires to be interpreted. Christian 
theology provides a framework by which the ambiguities of 
experience may be interpreted. Theology aims to interpret 
experience. It is like a net which we can cast over experience, in 
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order to capture its meaning. Experience is seen as something which 
is to be interpreted, rather than something which is itself capable 
of interpreting. Christian theology thus aims to address, interpret 
and transform human experience. In what follows, I propose to 
explore these themes with particular reference to the writings of 
Martin Luther and C. S. Lewis. European theology, with its long 
tradition of wrestling with experience within a cognitive 
framework, has an important contribution to make to this global 
discussion, of especial relevance in an experience-centred age. 
Three points may be made. 

First, theology addresses experience. Christian theology cannot 
remain faithful to its subject matter if it regards itself as purely 
propositional or cognitive in nature. The Christian encounter with 
God 1s transformative. As Calvin pointed out, to know God is to 
be changed by God; true knowledge of God leads to worship, as 
the believer is caught up in a transforming and renewing encounter 
with the living God. To know God is to be changed by God.® As 
Seren Kierkegaard pointed out in his Unscientific Postscript, to 
know the truth is to be known by the truth. ‘Truth’ is something 
which affects our inner being, as we become involved in ‘an 
appropriation process of the most passionate inwardness’.”° 

This is in no sense to deny or to de-emphasize the cognitive 
aspects of Christian theology. It is merely to observe that there is 
more to theology than cerebralized information. A theology which 
touches the mind, leaving the heart unaffected, is no true Christian 
theology - a point stressed by both Luther and Calvin. Although 
Luther is critical of the role of experience in spirituality, he does 
not dismiss it as an irrelevance. Indeed, Luther insists that there js 
one experience which is basic to being a theologian. He describes 
this briefly in one of his most quoted (and most difficult!) 
statements. ‘It is living, dying, and even being condemned which 
makes a theologian — not reading, speculating and understanding.””! 
To be a real theologian is to wrestle with none other than the 
living God ~ not with ideas about God, but with God himself. And 
how can a sinner ever hope to deal adequately with this God? 

If you want to be a real theologian, Luther insists, you must 
have experienced a sense of condemnation. You must have had a 
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moment of insight, in which you realize just how sinful you really 
are, and how much you merit the condemnation of God. Christ’s 
death on the cross spells out the full extent of God’s wrath against 
sin, and shows us up as ones who are condemned. It ts only from 
this point that we can fully appreciate the central theme of the 
New Testament - how God was able to deliver sinners from their 
fate. Without a full awareness of our sin, and the dreadful gulf this 
opens up between ourselves and God, we cannot appreciate the joy 
and wonder of the proclamation of forgiveness through Jesus 
Christ. In a letter to his colleague Philip Melanchthon, dated 13 
January 1522, Luther suggested that he ask the so-called ‘prophets’ 
who were then confusing the faithful at Wittenberg the following 
question: ‘Have they experienced spiritual distress and the divine 
birth, death and hell?’ A list of spiritual sensations is no substitute 
for the terror that accompanies a real encounter with the living 
God. For these modern prophets, Luther wrote, ‘the sign of the 
Son of man is missing’. Just about anyone can read the New 
Testament, and make some sort of sense of it. But, Luther insists, 
the real theologian is someone who has experienced a sense of 
condemnation on account of sin - who reads the New Testament, 
and realizes that the message of forgiveness is good news for him or 
her. The gospel is thus experienced as something liberating, 
something which transforms our situation, something which is 
relevant to us. It is very easy to read the New Testament as if it 
were nothing more than any other piece of literature. And Luther 
reminds us that it is only through being aware of our sin, and all 
its implications, that we can fully appreciate the wonder of the 
electrifying declaration that God has forgiven our sins through Jesus 
Christ. 

Secondly, theology interprets experience. It is a consequence of 
the Christian doctrine of creation that we are made in the image of 
God. There is an inbuilt capacity - indeed, we might say, an inbuilt 
need - to relate to God. To fail to relate to God is to fail to be 
completely human. To be fulfilled is to be filled by God. Nothing 
that is transitory can ever fill this need. Nothing that is not itself 
God can ever hope to take the place of God. And yet, on account 
of the fallenness of human nature, there is now a natural tendency 
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to try to make other things fulfil this need. 

Sin moves us away from God, and tempts us to substitute other 
things in his place. Created things thus come to be substituted for 
God. And they do not satisfy. And like the child who experiences 
and expresses dissatisfaction when the square peg fails to fit the 
round hole, so we experience a sense of dissatisfaction. Somehow, 
we are left with a feeling of longing - longing for something 
undefinable, of which human nature knows nothing, save that it 
does not possess it. 

This phenomenon has been recognized since the dawn of 
human civilization. In one of his dialogues,”? Plato compares human 
beings to leaky jars. Somehow, we are always unfulfilled. We may 
pour things into the containers of our lives, but something prevents 
them from ever being entirely filled. We are always partly empty 
~ and for that reason, experience a profound awareness of a lack of 
fullness and happiness. ‘Those who have endured the void know 
that they have encountered a distinctive hunger, or emptiness; 
nothing earthly satisfies it’ (Diogenes Allen)? This well- 
documented feeling of dissatisfaction is one of the most important 
points of contact for the gospel proclamation. In the first place, that 
proclamation interprets this vague and unshaped feeling as a longing 
for God. It gives cognitive substance and shape to what would 
otherwise be an amorphous and unidentified subjective intuition. 
And in the second, it offers to fulfil it. There is a sense of divine 
dissatisfaction - not dissatisfaction with God, but a dissatisfaction 
with all that is not God, which arises from God, and which 
ultimately leads to God. Sartre is right: the world cannot bring 
fulfilment. Here he echoes the Christian view, which goes on to 
affirm that here, in the midst of the world, something which 1s 
ultimately beyond the world makes itself available to us. We do not 
need to wait for eternity to experience God; that experience can 
begin, however imperfectly, now. Perhaps the greatest statement of 
this feeling, and its most exquisite theological interpretation, may 
be found in the famous words of Augustine of Hippo: ‘You have 
made us for yourself, and our hearts are restless until they rest in 
you.’ There is a sense of homesickness for somewhere we have 
never visited, an intimation of a far-off land, which attracts us 
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despite the fact we do not know it. 

Throughout Augustine’s reflections, especially in the 
Confessions, the same theme recurs. We are doomed to remain 
incomplete in our present existence. Our hopes and deepest 
longings will remain nothing but hopes and longings. The 
resolution of this bitter-sweet tension remains real, even for the 
Christian, who becomes increasingly aware of the wonder of God, 
and of the inadequacy of our present grasp of that wonder. There 
is a sense of postponement, of longing, of wistful yearning, of 
groaning under the strain of having to tolerate the present, when 
the future offers so much.” The grand themes of creation and 
redemption there find a creative reworking which deserves careful 
attention. Because we are created by God in his image, we desire 
him; because we are sinful, we cannot satisfy that desire ourselves 
- either by substituting something for God, or by trying to coerce 
him to come to us. And so a real sense of frustration, of 
dissatisfaction, develops. And that dissatisfaction - but not its 
theological interpretation - is part of common human experience. 
Perhaps the finest statement of this exquisite agony is found in 
Augustine’s cry that he ‘is groaning with inexpressible groanings on 
my wanderer’s path, and remembering Jerusalem with my heart 
lifted up towards it - Jerusalem my home land, Jerusalem my 
mother’. We are exiled from our homeland — but its memories 
return hauntingly. 

Augustine finds one of his finest recent apologetic interpreters 
in the Oxford literary critic and theologian C. S. Lewis. Perhaps 
one of the most original aspects of C. S. Lewis’s writing is his 
persistent and powerful appeal to the religious imagination, in 
developing Augustine’s maxim desiderium sinus cordis (longing 
makes the heart deep). Like Augustine, Lewis was aware of certain 
deep human emotions which pointed to a dimension of our 
existence beyond time and space. There is, Lewis suggested, a 
profound and intense feeling of longing within human beings, 
which no earthly object or experience can satisfy. Lewis terms this 
sense ‘joy’, and argues that it points to God as its source and goal 
(hence the ttle of his celebrated autobiography, Surprised by Joy). 
Joy, according to Lewis, is ‘an unsatisfied desire which is itself more 
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desirable than any other satisfaction . . . anyone who has 
experienced it will want it again’. 

To understand Lewis at this point, the idea of ‘joy’ needs to be 
explained in some detail. From the windows of his home in Belfast, 
Northern Ireland, the young Lewis could see the distant 
Castlereagh Hills. Those distant hills seemed to him to symbolize 
something which lay beyond his reach. A sense of intense longing 
arose as he contemplated them. He could not say exactly what it 
was that he longed for; merely that there was a sense of emptiness 
within him, which the mysterious hills seemed to heighten, without 
satisfying. Lewis describes this experience (perhaps better known to 
students of German Romanticism as Sehnsucht) in some detail in his 
autobiography. He relates how, as a young child, he was standing 
by a flowering currant bush, when - for some unexplained reason 
~ a memory was triggered off. 


There suddenly rose in me without warning, as if from a depth 
not of years but of centuries, the memory of that earlier 
morning at the Old House when my brother had brought his 
toy garden into the nursery. It is difficult to find words strong 
enough for the sensation which came over me; Milton’s 
‘enormous bliss’ of Eden . . . comes somewhere near it. It was 
a sensation, of course, of desire; but desire for what? Not, 
certainly, for a biscuit tin filled with moss, nor even (though 
that came into it) for my own past . . . and before I knew what 
I desired, the desire itself was gone, the whole glimpse 
withdrawn, the world turned commonplace again, or only 
stirred by a longing for the longing that had just ceased. It had 
only taken a moment of time; and in a certain sense everything 
else that had ever happened to me was insignificant in 
comparison.’® 


Lewis here describes a brief moment of insight, a devastating 
moment of feeling caught up in something which goes far beyond 
the realms of everyday experience. But what did it mean? What, if 
anything, did it point to? 

Lewis addressed this question in a remarkable sermon entitled 
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‘The Weight of Glory’, preached before the University of Oxford 
on 8 June 1941. Lewis spoke of ‘a desire which no natural 
happiness will satisfy’, ‘a desire, still wandering and uncertain of its 
object and still largely unable to see that object in the direction 
where it really lies’. There is something self-defeating about human 
desire, in that what is desired, when achieved, seems to leave the 
desire unsatisfied. Lewis illustrates this from the age-old quest for 
beauty, using recognizably Augustinian imagery: 


The books or the music in which we thought the beauty was 
located will betray us if we trust to them; it was not in them, 
it only came through them, and what came through them was 
longing. These things - the beauty, the memory of our own 
past - are good images of what we really desire; but if they are 
mistaken for the thing itself they turn into dumb idols, 
breaking the hearts of their worshippers. For they are not the 
thing itself; they are only the scent of a flower we have not 
found, the echo of a tune we have not heard, news from a 
country we have not visited.” 


Human desire, the deep and bitter-sweet longing for something that 
will satisfy us, points beyond finite objects and finite persons (who 
seem able to fulfil this desire, yet eventually prove incapable of 
doing so) towards their real goal and fulfilment in God himself. 
Pleasure, beauty, personal relationships: all seem to promise so 
much, and yet when we grasp them, we find that what we were 
seeking was not located in them, but lies beyond them. There is a 
‘divine dissatisfaction’ within human experience, which prompts us 
to ask whether there is anything which may satisfy the human 
quest to fulfil the desires of the human heart. Lewis argues that 
there is. Hunger, he suggests, is an excellent example of a human 
sensation which corresponds to a real physical need. This need 
points to the existence of food by which it may be met. Simone 
Weil echoes this theme, and points to its apologetic importance 
when she writes: ‘The danger is not lest the soul should doubt 
whether there is any bread, but lest, by a lie, it should persuade 
itself that it is not hungry. It can only persuade itself of this by 


84 


the authority of Scripture 


lying, for the reality of its hunger is not a belief, it is a certainty.” 

Lewis’s less perceptive critics - sadly, more numerous than one 
might have hoped - argued that his argument rested upon an 
elementary fallacy. Being hungry did not prove that there was 
bread at hand. The feeling of hunger did not necessarily correspond 
to a supply of food. Yet this objection, Lewis replies, misses the 
point. 


A man’s physical hunger does not prove that man will get any 
bread; he may died of starvation in a raft in the Atlantic. But 
surely a man’s hunger does prove that he comes of a race which 
repairs its body by eating and inhabits a world where eatable 
substances exist. In the same way, though I do not believe (I 
wish I did) that my desire for Paradise proves that I shall enjoy 
it, I think it a pretty good indication that such a thing exists 
and that some men will. A man may love a woman and not 
win her; but it would be very odd if the phenomenon called 
‘falling in love’ occurred in a sexless world.” 


In all this, Lewis echoes a great theme of traditional Christian 
thinking about the origin and goal of human nature. We are made 
by God, and we experience a deep sense of longing for him, which 
only he can satisfy. Although Lewis’s reflections on the desire he 
calls ‘joy’ reflect his personal experience, it is evident that he (and 
countless others) consider that this sense of longing is a widespread 
feature of human nature and experience. An important point of 
contact for the proclamation of the gospel is thus established. 

Lewis’s insights also bring new depth to familiar biblical 
passages concerning human longing for God. ‘As the deer pants for 
streams of water, so my soul pants for you, O God. My soul thirsts 
for God, the living God’ (Ps. 42:1-2). Note the great sense of 
longing for God expressed in this verse - a sense of longing which 
assumes added meaning if Lewis’s reflections on ‘joy’ are allowed. 
Note also the biblical parallel between a sense of need - in this case, 
animal thirst - and the human need and desire for God. 

Thirdly, theology offers to transform experience. Christian 
theology does not simply address the human situation; it offers to 
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transform it. We are not simply told that we are sinners, in need of 
divine forgiveness and renewal; that forgiveness and renewal are 
offered to us in the gospel proclamation. If the negative aspect of 
the Christian proclamation of the crucified Christ is that we are far 
from God, the positive side is that God offers to bring us home to 
himself through the death and resurrection of his Son. Theology, 
then, does not simply interpret our experience in terms of 
alienation from God. It addresses that experience, interprets it as a 
sign of our global alienation from God through sin, and offers to 
transform it through the grace of God. 

One of the many merits of the writings of C. S. Lewis is that 
they take seriously the way in which words can generate and 
transform experience. For Lewis, words have the ability to evoke an 
experience we have not yet had, in addition to describing an 
experience we are familiar with. That which is known functions as 
a signpost to that which is yet to be known, and which lies within 
our grasp. In his essay The Language of Religion, Lewis made this 
crucial point as follows. 


This is the most remarkable of the powers of Poetic language: 
to convey to us the quality of experiences which we have not 
had, or perhaps can never have, to use factors within our 
experience so that they become pointers to something outside 
our experience ~- as two or more roads on a map show us 
where a town that is off the map must lie. Many of us have 
never had an experience like that which Wordsworth records 
near the end of Prelude XIII; but when he speaks of ‘the 
visionary dreariness’, I think we get an inkling of it.” 


At its best, Christian theology shares this characteristic of poetic 
language (not poetry itself, incidentally, Lewis stresses, but the 
language used in poetry), as identified by Lewis - it tries to convey 
to us the quality of the Christian experience of God. It attempts to 
point beyond itself, to rise above itself, straining at its lead as it 
rushes ahead, to point us to a town beyond its map - a town which 
it knows is there, but to which it cannot lead us. 

Theology is able to use words in such a way as to offer some 
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pointers for the benefit of those who have yet to discover what it 
feels like to experience God. It uses a cluster of key words to try 
and explain what it is like to know God, by analogy with words 
associated with human experience. It is like forgiveness - in other 
words, if you can imagine what it feels like to be forgiven for a 
really serious offence, you can begin to understand the Christian 
experience of forgiveness. It is like reconciliation - if you can 
imagine the joy of being reconciled to someone who matters very 
much to you, you can get a glimpse of what the Christian 
experience of coming home to God 1s like. It is like coming home 
after being away and alone for a long time, and perhaps fully 
expecting never to be able to return. Apologetics uses analogies like 
these to try and signpost — like roads leading off Lewis’s map to an 
unseen town - the Christian experience of God, for the benefit of 
those who have yet to have this transforming experience. 

In this section, I have argued that there is no rightful place in 
Christian theology for any approach that is purely cognitive or 
purely experiential. Experience and understanding are like two sides 
of the same coin, which reinforce and enhance one another. The 
liberal appeal to pure uninterpreted global experience is widely 
regarded as discredited, partly on account of the considerations 
noted by George Lindbeck and others, and partly on account of a 
new awareness of the implications of the philosopy of Ludwig 
Wittgenstein. As Stanley Hauerwas remarked, ‘Wittgenstein ended 
forever any attempt on my part to try to anchor theology in some 
general account of human experience. ® 

Yet this widespead disenchantment with experience as a 
theological resource must not allow us to reject a significant 
experiential component in theological reflection. Furthermore, as 
I have argued elsewhere, experience is a vital ‘point of contact’ for 
Christian apologetics in a postmodern world. Rather, we must 
insist that experience is to be addressed, interpreted and 
transformed in the light of the gospel proclamation of redemption 
through Christ, as this is made known to us through Scripture. By 
thus anchoring theology in the bedrock of divine revelation, while 
linking it up to the world of human experience, we may ensure 
that Christian theology remains both authentic and relevant in the 
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years that lie ahead. Theology can address experience, without 
becoming reduced to the level of a mere reiteration of what we 
experience and observe. 


3. Reason 


With the rise of the Enlightenment came the demand that 
knowledge must be universally accessible. The idea of a ‘privileged’ 
knowledge of God, mediated only by revelation, was rejected on 
moral grounds. As revelation was not universal, it was argued, God 
was causing moral problems by limiting revelation to the person of 
Jesus Christ, the text of Scripture, or the domain of the church. 
The Enlightenment argued that any such suggestion was to be 
rejected as constituting a ‘scandal of particularity’.® Such knowledge 
had to be universally accessible, in all cultures, historical contexts, 
and geographical regions. For the Enlightenment, reason provided 
exactly such a universally valid resource. Everyone had a rational 
faculty; therefore everyone could use it, and thereby gain access to 
knowledge of God. 

The eighteenth-century rationalist writer G. E. Lessing thus 
dismissed any idea that Jesus Christ could be of determinative status 
for Christian theology on account of his conviction that human 
reason alone could assume such a normative role. His famous 
declaration that ‘accidental truths of history can never become the 
proof of necessary truths of reason’ rests on the characteristic 
Enlightenment assumption that the only significant form of 
knowledge consists of the ‘necessary truths of reason’. A similar 
outlook can be shown to undergird the writings of Spinoza, who 
argued that it was possible to establish fundamental rational truths 
as axioms, and then to deduce an entire ethical or theological 
system on their basis, in much the same way as Euclid deduced an 
entire geometric system from fundamental axioms. As Stephen 
Toulmin pointed out, the attraction of mathematical logic to 
writers such as Descartes and Spinoza lay partly in the fact that it 
was seen to be ‘possibly the only intellectual activity whose 
problems and solutions are above time’.”” 

Yet this approach is now widely regarded as fatally flawed. The 
‘necessary truths of reason’ now turn out to mean little more than 
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‘tautologies’, or ‘things that are true by definition’. Indeed, 
precisely this point lay at the heart of Ludwig Wittgenstein’s 
critique of the philosophy of Bertrand Russell. As was pointed out 
in 1895 by Lewis Carroll, every attempt at rational justification by 
deduction turns out to be circular, in that the application of the 
process of deduction presupposes that this process of deduction is 
itself valid.® 

Furthermore, discovery of non-Euclidian geometries during the 
nineteenth century destroyed the parallel between geometry and 
theology. It turned out that there were other ways of doing 
geometry, each just as internally consistent as Euclid’s. Euclid laid 
down one set of axioms; others chose to lay down a different set, 
each giving rise to a different geometric system. But which set of 
axioms is right? Which system is valid? The question cannot be 
answered. They were all different, each with their own especial 
merits and problems.” Where once there was only geometry, there 
were now geometries. 

The same criticisms were directed against ethics. Spinoza 
believed that the systematic application of pure reason would lead 
to an acontextual universally valid ethical system, independent of 
space and time. Enlightenment writers believed that this rational 
morality was accessible to human reason, relativizing all other 
ethical norms, including the moral example and teaching of Jesus 
Christ. Even as late as the 1950s, R. M. Hare could speak of ‘the 
language of morals’ as if there were only one such language.” But 
not any more. It is now widely accepted that there is a variety of 
ethical systems, each with its own vision of the nature and destiny 
of humanity. The Enlightenment dream of a universal morality 1s 
over. 

In a similar manner, the Enlightenment assumption that there 
was only one ‘rationality’, independent of time, space and culture, 
is no longer regarded as having any credibility. Where once it was 
argued that there was one single rational principle, it is now 
conceded that there are - and always have been - many different 
‘rationalities’. As Stephen Toulmin pointed out, ‘the exercise of 
rational judgement is itself an activity carried out in a particular 
context and essentially dependent on it; the arguments we 
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encounter are set out at a given time and in a given situation, and 
when we come to assess them they have to be judged against this 
background’.”’ Many Enlightenment thinkers appear to have been 
shielded from this disconcerting fact by the limitations of their 
historical scholarship, which remained firmly wedded to the 
classical western tradition. But this illusion has now been shattered. 
At the end of his brilliant analysis of rational approaches to 
knowledge and ethics, Alasdair MacIntyre concludes: 


Both the thinkers of the Enlightenment and their successors 
proved unable to agree as to precisely what those principles 
were which would be found undeniable by all rational persons. 
One kind of answer was given by the authors of the 
Encyclopédie, a second by Rousseau, a third by Bentham, a 
fourth by Kant, a fifth by the Scottish philosophers of common 
sense and their French and American disciples. Nor has 
subsequent history diminished the extent of such disagreement. 
Consequently, the legacy of the Enlightenment has been the 
provision of an ideal of rational justification which it has 
proved impossible to attain.” 


Reason promises much, yet fails to deliver its benefits. It is for such 
reasons that Hans-Georg Gadamer wrote scathingly of the 
‘Robinson Crusoe dream of the historical Enlightenment, as 
artificial as Crusoe himself.” The notion of ‘universal rationality’ 
is a fiction, a dream, and a delusion. Philosopher of science Paul 
Feyerabend takes the consequences of the collapse of belief in a 
single, universal rationality to its obvious conclusion in his famous 
comparison between the primitive tribe and the rationalists: ‘There 
is hardly any difference between the members of a primitive tribe 
who defend their laws because they are the laws of the gods... 
and a rationalist who appeals to objective standards, except that 
the former know what they are doing while the latter does not.” 
The comparison has alarmed many; it has, however, yet to be 
refuted by a philosopher of science. 

At this point, we need to stress the difference between ‘reason’ 
and ‘rationalism’, which may appear identical to some. Reason is 
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the basic human faculty of thinking, based on argument and 
evidence. It is theologically neutral, and poses no threat to faith - 
unless it is regarded as the only source of knowledge about God. It 
then becomes rationalism, which is an exclusive reliance upon 
human reason alone, and a refusal to allow any weight to be given 
to divine revelation. Classical Christian theology, including all 
responsible evangelical theology, makes full use of the human 
faculty of reasoning - for example, in thinking through the 
implications of certain aspects of God’s self-revelation. For example, 
consider the role of reason in exploring the relation between a 
functional and ontological Christology: if Jesus is our Saviour, yet 
only God can save, reason suggests that Jesus must (in some sense 
of the word) be God. Yet here reason is reflecting upon revelation, 
and seeking to explore further its implications. Rationalism declares 
that all thinking about God must be based upon human reason, 
thus immediately locking theology into the fallen human situation, 
with no possibility of being extricated from our confusion and 
distortion by God himself. 

How did this remarkable - and, it must be said, totally 
misplaced - confidence in reason in matters of religion develop? 
Three stages can be identified, each leading naturally into that 
which follows. 

1. Initially, it was argued that, as the gospel was rational, it was 
entirely proper to demonstrate that Christianity made sense, and 
rested upon thoroughly reasonable foundations. For example, 
Aquinas argued that Christian belief in God did not involve some 
kind of intellectual suicide, by providing five lines of reasoning 
which showed that this belief was entirely reasonable. But Aquinas, 
and the Christian tradition which he represented, did not for one 
moment believe that Christianity was limited to what could be 
ascertained by reason. Faith goes beyond reason, having access to 
truths and insights of revelation, which reason could not hope to 
fathom or discover unaided. 

The noted historian of medieval Christian thought, Etienne 
Gilson, made a delightful comparison between the great theological 
systems of the Middle Ages and the cathedrals which sprang up 
throughout Christian Europe at this time: the systems were, he 
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remarked, ‘cathedrals of the mind’. Christianity is like a cathedral 
which rests upon the bedrock of human reason, but whose 
superstructure rises beyond the realms accessible to pure reason. It 
rests upon rational foundations; but the building erected on that 
foundation went far beyond what reason could uncover. Thus 
Aquinas argued that Christianity was based upon a knowledge 
which, although rational, transcended human abilities, and was thus 
mediated solely through revelation.” John Calvin, a later 
representative and interpreter of this approach, suggested that 
reason was perfectly capable of arriving at a knowledge of God the 
creator. But real knowledge of God - saving knowledge of God - 
could be had only through revelation. Knowledge of God the 
redeemer was a matter of revelation, not reason. This knowledge 
did not contradict knowledge of God the creator; it brought it to 
perfection, by showing that the God who once created the world 
subsequently acted to redeem it. 

2. By the middle of the seventeenth century, especially in 
England and Germany, a new attitude began to develop. 
Christianity, it was argued, was reasonable. But where Thomas 
Aquinas understood this to mean that faith rested securely upon 
rational foundations, the new school of thought had different ideas. 
If faith is rational, they argued, it must be capable of being deduced 
in its entirety by reason. Every aspect of faith, every item of 
Christian belief, must be shown to derive from human reason. 

An excellent example of this approach may be found in the 
writings of Lord Herbert of Cherbury, especially De veritatis 
religionis, which argued for a rational Christianity based upon the 
innate sense of God and human moral obligation. This had two 
major consequences. First, Christianity was in effect reduced to 
those ideas which could be proven by reason. If Christianity was 
rational, then any parts of its system which could not be proved by 
reason could not be counted as ‘rational’. They would have to be 
discarded. And second, reason was understood to take priority over 
Christianity. Reason comes first, Christianity comes second. Reason 
is capable of establishing what is right without needing any 
assistance from revelation; Christianity has to follow, being 
accepted where it endorses what reason has to say, and being 
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disregarded where it goes its own way. So why bother with the idea 
of revelation, when reason could tell us all we could possibly wish 
to know about God, the world, and ourselves? This absolutely 
settled conviction in the total competence of human reason 
underlies the rationalist depreciation of the Christian doctrine of 
revelation in Jesus Christ and through Scripture. 

This approach to Christianity (or, more accurately, this form 
of Deism tinged with faintly Christian hues) treats God as an idea, 
a construction of the human mind. God is something which 1s 
posited, an idea which we generate within our minds, and then 
choose to call ‘God’. We have created this idea. It is the work of 
our own minds. But traditional Christianity argued that God could 
not simply be posited in this crudely rationalist manner. God has 
to be experienced, he has to be encountered. He is one who engages 
us and, by engaging us, forces us to re-evaluate our ideas concerning 
him. Yet the God of pure reason is trapped within the limits of 
human minds. And small minds make for a small God. 

3. Finally, this rationalist position was pushed to its logical 
outcome. As a matter of fact, it was argued, Christianity includes 
some beliefs which are inconsistent with reason. And as reason 
must be regarded as having final authority in matters of faith, 
where Scripture is in disagreement with reason, it is to be regarded 
as mistaken or misleading. God, having been posited by human 
reason, is thus now deposited by its own creator.” 

As a result of the sociological deconstruction of the notion of 
‘universal reason’, the appeal to ‘the authority of reason’ is made 
with much less conviction today.” A fundamental belief in the 
rationality of the Christian faith remains intact and justified; the 
Enlightenment attempt to establish unaided human reason as the 
sole normative foundation for all insight is now seen as seriously 
flawed. In part, this recognition stems from the realization of the 
limitations placed on reason; in part, however, it also arises from 
the postmodern awareness of the potentially authoritarian 
consequences of an appeal to the ‘totalization of reason’ (see pp. 
179-189). ‘Being reasonable’ is not reducible to a single method, and 
can easily lead to the ‘tyranny of rationality’ through the assertion 
that only this way of thinking, or only this type of argument, has 
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any validity. And, as postmodern writers have stressed (see pp. 
189-196), ‘being reasonable’ all too often amounts to a demand to 
‘accept my way of thinking’. 

The recognition that frameworks of rationality are not 
universal, but are socially and historically located, is of considerable 
importance to Christian theology, particularly in assessing the 
significance of Enlightenment rationalism. For example, consider 
the Enlightenment criticism of the traditional Christian notion of 
the revelation of God in Jesus Christ. For Lessing, this notion was 
unacceptable, in that it denied access to such ‘revelation’ to those 
whose historical location was, for example, chronologically prior to 
the birth of Jesus of Nazareth. The force of this objection, one 
assumes, is primarily moral, in that the accessibility of truth has no 
direct bearing upon its accuracy. For Lessing, this point served to 
highlight the moral superiority of rational religion, which was able 
to make an appeal to the universal truths of reason. 

With the advent of the insights of the sociology of knowledge, 
the advantages of Lessing’s position are seriously eroded, probably 
to the point of rendering them specious. ‘Universal truths of 
reason’ may indeed be found within the somewhat restricted 
confines of logic and mathematics, even if they amount to nothing 
more than tautologies - restatements masquerading as explanations 
or new levels of insight. Patterns of rationality in general, however, 
are socially and historically located and conditioned. ‘Reason’ must 
be taken to refer to those frameworks of rationality and 
preconceived notions of self-evident truths appropriate to specific 
social groupings at specific moments in history, rather than some 
universal and perennial feature of human ratiocination. Precisely 
the same criticism directed by Reimarus against Christianity may 
be laid against Lessing’s appeal to the fictitious notion of universal 
reason: the social location of an individual determines the 
intellectual options open to him or her. ‘Reason’ and ‘revelation’ 
are both subject to the limitations of historicity. 


4. Tradition 


For some writers, ‘tradition’ has considerable authority. Tradition 
would here be understood to designate a traditional doctrine or 
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belief, which has binding force on account of its antiquity. Yet this 
can easily degenerate into an uncritical sentimentality. “We’ve 
always believed this’ can simply mean “We’ve always been wrong.’ 
As the third-century writer Cyprian of Carthage pointed out, ‘an 
ancient tradition can just be an old mistake’. Tradition is to be 
honoured where it can be shown to be justified, and rejected where 
it cannot. This critical appraisal of tradition was an integral element 
of the Reformation,” and was based on the foundational belief that 
tradition was ultimately an interpretation of Scripture which had 
to be justified with reference to that same authoritative source. 

Yet the idea of ‘tradition’ is of importance to modern 
evangelicalism. Evangelicals have always been prone to read 
Scripture as if they were the first to do so. We need to be reminded 
that others have been there before us, and have read it before us. 
This process of receiving the scriptural revelation is ‘tradition’ - not 
a source of revelation in addition to Scripture, but a particular way 
of understanding Scripture which the Christian church has 
recognized as responsible and reliable. Scripture and tradition are 
thus not to be seen as two alternative sources of revelation; rather 
they are coinherent. Scripture cannot be read as if it had never been 
read before. The hymnodies and liturgies of the churches constantly 
remind us that Scripture has been read, valued and interpreted in 
the past. James I. Packer, one of the most influential evangelical 
writers of recent years, stresses this point: 


The Spirit has been active in the Church from the first, doing 
the work he was sent to do - guiding God’s people into an 
understanding of revealed truth. The history of the Church’s 
labour to understand the Bible forms a commentary on the 
Bible which we cannot despise or ignore without dishonouring 
the Holy Spirit. To treat the principle of biblical authority as 
a prohibition against reading and learning from the book of 
church history is not an evangelical, but an anabaptist mistake.” 


‘Tradition’ is thus rightly understood (for example, by the 


Reformers such as Luther) as a history of discipleship - of reading, 
interpreting and wrestling with Scripture. Tradition is a willingness 
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to read Scripture, taking into account the ways in which it has been 
read in the past. It is an awareness of the communal dimension of 
Christian faith, over an extended period of time, which calls the 
shallow individualism of many evangelicals into question. There is 
more to the interpretation of Scripture than any one individual can 
discern. It is a willingness to give full weight to the views of those 
who have gone before us in the faith, providing forceful reminders 
of the corporate nature of the Christian faith, including the 
interpretation of Scripture. 

At first sight, this emphasis on the importance of the 
community of faith might seem to be in tension with the belief that 
it is Scripture alone which is authoritative. But this principle was 
never intended by writers such as Luther or Calvin to mean that 
Scripture is read individualistically. It was not meant to elevate the 
private judgment of an individual above the communal judgment of 
the church (although it was interpreted in this way by certain 
radical reformers, outside the mainstream of the Reformation). 
Rather, it affirms that every traditional way of reading Scripture 
must, in principle, be open to challenge. As the study of church 
history makes clear, the church may sometimes get Scripture 
wrong: the sixteenth-century reformers believed that Scripture had 
been misunderstood at a series of junctures by the medieval church, 
and undertook to reform its practices and doctrines at those points. 
This, however, is a case of a tradition being criticized and renewed 
from within, in the light of the biblical foundations upon which it 
ultimately rests, and is recognized to rest. The Reformers did not 
regard themselves as founding a new tradition; their concern was to 
reform a tradition which already existed, but which appeared to 
have become detached from its scriptural foundations. 

The principle of the authority of Scripture over even its most 
prestigious interpreters is vigorously upheld by the Lutheran 
Formula of Concord (1577): 


We believe, teach and confess that there is only one rule and 
norm according to which all teachings and teachers are to be 
appraised and judged, which is none other than the prophetic 
and apostolic writings of the Old and New Testaments . 
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Other writings, whether of the fathers or more recent 
theologians, no matter what their names may be, cannot be 
regarded as possessing equal status to Holy Scripture, but must 
all be considered to be subordinate to it, and to witness to the 
way in which the teaching of the prophets and apostles was 
preserved in post-apostolic times and in different parts of the 
world . . . Holy Scripture remains the only judge, rule and 
norm according to which all doctrines are to be understood and 
judged, as to which are good or evil, and which are true or 
truly false. Certain other creeds (symbola) and writings . . . do 
not themselves possess the authority of judges, as in the case of 
Holy Scripture, but are witnesses of our religion as to how [the 
Holy Scriptures] were explained and presented.’ 


For in part, the authority of Scripture rests in the universal 
acceptance of that authority within the Christian church. To 
recognize Scripture as authoritative is not the judgment of a group 
of individuals; it is the witness of the church down the ages. 
Among the many reasons which may be given for trusting the Bible 
(including the vitally important fact that it is inherently worthy of 
trust) must be included the simple fact that Scripture is trusted by 
the church. 

In ascribing authority to Scripture, we are thus ‘not merely 
recognizing and honouring God’s decision to reveal himself to us, 
or only the specific form which this took in Jesus Christ; we are 
also honouring a living tradition, which has remained faithful to the 
modes of faith and life made known and made possible through 
Christ, and mediated through Scripture. There is thus a natural 
connection between the word of God and the people of God, and 
- whether this is recognized or not - a strongly ecclesiological 
element to our understanding of the identity of Jesus Christ.'°' 


Biblical authority and biblical criticism 


In our analysis thus far, considerable emphasis has been placed on 
the difficulties attending the utilization of theological authorities 
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other than Scripture. Nevertheless, the evangelical appeal to 
Scripture as the leading theological source is not without its 
difficulties. For non-evangelicals, the rise of biblical criticism has 
raised a series of difficulties which render the notion of the 
‘authority of Scripture’ problematical. These difficulties cannot be 
dismissed as artificial, arrogant or irrelevant. What, then, does the 
evangelical make of modern biblical criticism? How does an 
evangelical reconcile the view of Scripture as the word of God with 
the views of the critics? 

The biblical critical movement has focused attention on the 
Bible as a human book written by human authors. It has asked, and 
attempted to answer, many questions concerning the authorship 
and origins of biblical texts. These questions are recognized as 
perfectly valid by evangelicals; the answers given by some critics 
have, however, sometimes been extremely embarrassing, not only 
to evangelicals, but to others of an orthodox persuasion. The reason 
for this embarrassment is not difficult to discern: some of the 
critics’ findings have often seemed to be irreconcilable with the 
view that the whole Bible is the inspired and trustworthy Word of 
God. Some critics have argued that the Bible is historically 
inaccurate, internally contradictory, and theologically mistaken. 
The English liberal critic David Edwards thus speaks of 
‘innumerable passages’ which are ‘contradicted either by other 
passages in the Christian Bible or by the proofs or probabilities of 
modern historical knowledge’. 

Evangelicals have responded in various ways to this challenge. 
Some have concluded that the critical argument does indeed compel 
us to abandon the traditional Christian and evangelical view of 
Scripture, and that we must recognize Scripture as a fallible (though 
inspired) witness to divine revelation. Others have dismissed 
criticism as irresponsible and irrelevant, retreating into a dogmatic 
and simplistic fundamentalism. The one reaction represents the 
triumph of criticism over tradition, and the promotion of reason at 
the expense of revelation; the other represents a retreat from reason 
and from serious engagement with modern thought. 

Many evangelicals, rightly in my view, have trodden a path 
between these two views, welcoming the critical method in 
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principle, yet denying that its implementation necessarily 
undermines, in theory or practice, the historic Christian conviction 
concerning the divine authority of Scripture. 

The method is to be welcomed, because it takes seriously the 
incarnational principle, noted earlier, that God has chosen to reveal 
himself not in some timeless ahistorical form, or in abstract 
propositions, but in particular historical contexts and through real 
historical people. To understand God’s self-revelation in history it 
is therefore necessary to understand those contexts and those 
people; the critical exploration of the human side of Scripture is a 
means to that end. Evangelical scholars have therefore embraced the 
method themselves, and contributed significantly to the critical 
enterprise." The method has its limitations, as will be pointed out 
below; indeed, some scholars have recently been quite negative 
about the potential of the historical approach to Scripture. 
However, although it is correct to. recognize that all understanding 
of Scripture is partial and to some degree provisional, this cannot 
be interpreted to mean that the historical enterprise is dispensable 
or impossible. It is not dispensable, on account of the historical 
nature of Scripture itself; nor is it impossible, as has been shown by 
the fruitfulness of the method when applied - for example, an 
understanding of ancient near-eastern law and legal forms has 
illuminated enormously the meaning and distinctiveness of the Old 
Testament law codes; form criticism has contributed significantly 
to our appreciation of the Psalms; recent sociological approaches 
have opened up new ways of understanding both Old and New 
Testaments. Evangelicals have welcomed many of these insights. 

But what of the critical findings that have appeared to 
contradict the divine authority of Scripture? Evangelicals have 
responded to these findings in two manners. Negatively, they have 
noted the limitations of the critical method; positively, they have 
reconsidered aspects of their own understanding of scriptural 
authority. 

Negatively, some evangelicals have argued that all critics are 
influenced by their own cultural, philosophical and theological 
presuppositions, and that much of the criticism that has seemed to 
undermine the authority of Scripture has reflected a deep-rooted 
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prejudice against the miraculous, which rests upon rationalist rather 
than Christian presuppositions. Even scholars whose work has been 
in other ways especially illuminating have sometimes found it hard 
to come to terms with biblical miracles and prophecy.™ 
Evangelicals rightly reject criticism based on such prejudice as, in 
the first place un-Christian, and in the second as based upon a 
flawed methodology, in which a secular worldview is imposed upon 
the biblical material. 

Evangelicals have also pointed out that many critical 
conclusions are actually quite tentative and uncertain. Theories that 
were once regarded as ‘assured results of criticism’ - such as the 
JEDP theory of pentateuchal origins, the two-source solution to the 
synoptic problem, or the controlling belief that Jesus’ parables 
make only one simple point - are now seen to be at best 
questionable, and at worst definitely mistaken.” Biblical critics 
often appear to overlook the sheer provisionality of scholarship. 

Both these tendencies are noted and criticized by New 
Testament scholar Walter Wink, who points out how, in the past, 
scholars were notoriously dogmatic about what could not have 
happened in the New Testament: 


Historians still can demand that adequate warrants or evidence 
be produced for believing that something unusual has happened 
... They can provide invaluable checks on superstition by 
casting a critical eye on extraordinary claims that have a 
tendentious bent. But to go beyond this to dogmatic assertions 
that faith healing, or clairvoyance, or resuscitation of the dead 
is impossible, is to go beyond one’s competence as a historian 
to the faith assertions of a person caught in the narrow confines 
of a particular world view - or what Paul Ricoeur has called 


‘the available believable’.'” 


Too easily, the critics’ approach to Scripture can become trapped 
within the rigid and narrow worldview of an ideology, which 
refused to contemplate that anything beyond its own experience of 
the world could ever have taken place, or that any ideas alien to its 
outlook could be correct. At such points, criticism would seem to 
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have overstepped its proper limits; Scripture is here being judged on 
the basis of a transient and provisional understanding of reality, the 
limitations and provisionality of which appear to remain 
unacknowledged. The evangelical is no more free of presuppositions 
than the liberal, rationalist or secularist. Nevertheless, evangelicals 
insist that they are concerned to approach Scripture on its own 
terms, rather than imposing a modernizing straitjacket upon it, and 
that this approach leads to a sympathetic and intellectually 
satisfying reading of Scripture. 

Yet evangelicals, while pointing out the limitations of biblical 
criticism, have also responded positively to some of its findings. 
There is an increased recognition of the need to distinguish issues 
of hermeneutics and issues of authority. For example, is the authority 
of 2 Peter ultimately dependent upon Petrine authorship? Such 
issues are being given increasing attention within evangelicalism. A 
total commitment to biblical authority need not, some would 
argue, commit a scholar to a particular approach to biblical 
interpretation. An important and potentially difficult debate is 
emerging within an evangelicalism which no longer feels the need 
to be defensive over its commitment to either biblical scholarship 
or biblical authority. 


Biblical authority and personal experience 


A final element in any account of biblical authority is that of its 
subjective conviction - an idea expressed in quite different manners 
as ‘the ring of truth’ (J. B. Phillips) or ‘the internal testimony of 
the Holy Spirit’ (John Calvin). When the Bible is received and 
taught as the word of God, it speaks to people’s needs and 
situations with a power and relevance that confirm its inherent 
God-given authority. The gospels describe how Jesus electrified his 
audiences through his authoritative preaching; that authority was 
something that was in the first instance experienced, and only in the 
second explained, by his followers. The evangelical testimony is that 
Scripture comes to us as the self-authenticating and convincing 
word of God. A leading Scottish evangelical writer of the last 
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century put this kind of sentiment into words as follows: 


If I am asked why I receive Scripture as the Word of God... 
[I answer] . . . Because the Bible is the only record of the 
redeeming love of God, because in the Bible alone I find God 
drawing near to us in Jesus Christ, and declaring to us in him 
his will for our salvation. And this record I know to be true by 
the witness of his Spirit in my heart, whereby I am assured that 
none other than God himself is able to speak such words to my 
soul,” 


Inevitably, this runs a risk of subjectivism. Yet, as Soren 
Kierkegaard reminded us, ‘subjectivism’ is not entirely a negative 
notion. In its deepest sense, ‘subjectivism’ means that something has 
inward relevance and applicability; in short, it has existential 
relevance. In his Unscientific Postscript, Kierkegaard stressed the 
need for ‘an appropriation process of the most passionate 
inwardness’.’ Scripture, as we have seen, possesses a strongly 
objective dimension, in that it tells us about the way things are; it 
also possesses a subjective component, through which it offers to 
transform our inner lives - an offer which, in the evangelical 
experience, is more than justified, and leads to an emphasis upon 
evangelism as the means by which others might share in this same 
‘transforming friendship’ (James Houston). As Luther put it, we 
read Scripture not simply to learn of the ‘commands of God’ 
(mandata Dei) but to encounter the ‘God who commands’ (Deus 
mandantus), and to be transformed as a result. 


The relation between Scripture and systematic 
theology 


Our analysis so far has indicated the enormous importance which 
evangelicalism attaches to Scripture. But how is the relationship 
between Scripture and theology to be understood? What is the 
relation between biblical reflection and systematic theology? In this 
concluding section, we shall consider the complex interaction 


102 


the authority of Scripture 


between Scripture and theology from an evangelical perspective. We 
begin by exploring the notion of ‘biblical theology’. 


The notion of ‘biblical theology’ 


The term ‘biblical theology’ has become problematical for 
evangelicals. The problem, however, lies primarily in the 
associations of the term within modern theology. The modern 
understanding of the term derives from the inaugural address 
delivered by Johann Philip Gabler in March 1787 at the University 
of Altdorf, in which he argued for the radical separation of ‘biblical 
theology’ and ‘dogmatics’.'! It is significant that this address was 
delivered at the high tide of the Enlightenment; this is particularly 
evident in relation to Gabler’s assumption that the universal truths 
of reason are to be given precedence over the particularities of 
Scripture. According to Gabler, ‘biblical theology’ was to be 
understood as a purely historical and descriptive discipline, whereas 
‘dogmatics’ was a normative or prescriptive discipline. 

Although Gabler’s approach was initially ignored by his 
contemporaries, it began to achieve widespread acceptance in the 
1830s, so that ‘biblical theology’ rapidly came to be understood as 
a purely historical and descriptive discipline, with no necessary 
connection with Christian life or belief.'"’ To study ‘biblical 
theology’ became an exercise in Christian history, examining the 
theology of biblical writers in much the same way as one might 
study the theology of early patristic or second-temple Judaism. It 
was a disinterested exercise in the study of the history of the 
religion of Israel and the early church, with no direct bearing on 
the life and thought of Christianity today. Evangelicalism has no 
place for such an understanding of ‘biblical theology’. Yet, despite 
all the unhelpful and misleading associations which are now 
attached to the term, evangelicalism must retrieve it and re-establish 
it. 

So what would an evangelical biblical theology be like? For 
some evangelicals, such a theology would merely repeat what 
Scripture affirms, perhaps by providing a collection of texts relating 
to given topics. Yet the essential difficulty with such a ‘theology of 
repetition’ is that it fails to interpret, contextualize and correlate. 
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In the end, repetition is the last resort of those who are 
intellectually lazy and spiritually complacent. It is all very well to 
affirm, with Paul, that we are ‘justified by faith’ (Rom. 5:1). But 
what does this mean? The fundamental statements of Scripture need 
to be explained. A parrot is perfectly capable of repeating “We are 
justified by faith’; repetition is, however, no substitute for 
understanding. A biblical systematic theology is concerned with the 
explication of the distinctive vocabulary and conceptualities of 
Scripture, in order that their meaning may be understood and 
proclaimed in the living world of today. The theologian is thus 
required to correlate - that is, to allow biblical affirmations to 
impact on the contemporary situation. 

The history of evangelicalism suggests that the success of the 
movement rests upon its willingness to correlate Scripture with the 
context in which it finds itself, rather than mechanically repeating 
biblical quotations, or simply reaching backwards into evangelical 
history to draw out past correlations, such as the way in which a 
text was applied by Calvin in his sixteenth-century Genevan 
context. The issue is that of applying Scripture to new and hitherto 
unexperienced contexts, rather than  slavishly repeating 
interpretations of Scripture originally developed with a very 
different cultural context in mind.'” David F. Wells, one of 
evangelicalism’s most significant and respected contemporary 
exponents, comments thus on the task of evangelical theology: 


It is the task of theology, then, to discover what God has said 
in and through Scripture and to clothe that in a conceptuality 
which is native to our own age. Scripture, at its terminus a quo, 
needs to be de-contextualized in order to grasp its transcultural 
content, and it needs to be re-contextualized in order that its 
content may be meshed with the cognitive assumptions and 
social patterns of our own time.'” 


Further, the various statements within Scripture require to be 
correlated — that is, their mutual relation within a greater overall 
framework needs to be established. Scriptural affirmations 
concerning the divinity of Jesus Christ require to be set alongside 
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those affirming his humanity, and correlated. How can both these 
sets of statements be true? And what are their implications for our 
understanding of the identity of Jesus Christ, the nature of God, 
and our own identity? Systematic theology is not concerned with 
merely repeating biblical statements or themes, but with uncovering 
the overall pattern of thought to which they individually bear 
witness. 


Scripture and narrative 


We end this analysis of the role of Scripture in evangelical thought 
by focusing on an issue which has been of considerable importance 
in recent biblical scholarship: the recognition of the primacy of the 
narrative genre within Scripture. How can a narrative serve as the 
basis of theology?’ In what way can one speak of a narrative 
possessing ‘authority’? In view of the importance of this issue in 
contemporary theological analysis, we shall proceed directly to a 
consideration of the implications for evangelicalism of the 
predominantly narrational character of Scripture. 

In his classic study of biblical interpretation since the 
Reformation, Hans Frei shows how the rise of rationalism led to a 
gradual rejection of the ‘narrative’ character of Scripture.! For 
precritical writers, the interpretation of Scripture concerned ‘an 
interpretation of stories and their meanings by weaving them 
together into a common narrative referring to a single history and 
its patterns of meaning’.'’* The Enlightenment, however, adopted 
a network of approaches to biblical interpretation which reflect the 
rationalism and anti-supernaturalism of the movement. As Brevard 
Childs implies, the resulting application of ‘common historical 
critical tools’ failed to do ‘full justice to the unique theological 
subject matter of Scripture as the self-revelation of God.’!” Part of 
this process of interpretation, evident from the eighteenth century 
onwards, was a rejection of the ‘narrative’ character of Scripture. 

Earlier evangelicalism was fully aware of the importance of 
narrative. Martin Luther is an excellent example of an earlier 
evangelical approach to this matter. He neither (to anticipate the 
Enlightenment) regarded narrative as something to be eliminated, 
in order to get at the ‘points’ it was making; nor (to anticipate 
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Romanticism) did he regard ‘story’ as the unique vehicle of truth." 
Yet despite all its criticisms of the theological and exegetical 
programmes of the Enlightenment, evangelicalism seems to have 
chosen to follow it in this respect. The narrative character of 
Scripture has been subtly marginalized, in order to facilitate its 
analysis purely as a repository of propositional statements, capable 
of withstanding the epistemological criteria of the Enlightenment. 
As Frei points out, the theme of ‘narrative’ remained present 
within evangelicalism, but was transferred from Scripture to the 
believer’s personal spiritual journey.'” It was seen as proper for 
evangelicals to speak of ‘their story’ (meaning ‘the account of how 
they came to faith, and are progressing in the Christian life’). But 
the fact that much of Scripture itself relates a narrative has been 
overlooked. Why? 

The reasons for this are complex, and not that well understood. 
One factor which seems to be of especial importance in this respect 
is the way in which evangelicalism is responsive to its intellectual 
context. Throughout its history, evangelicalism has shown itself to 
be prone to lapse into a form of rationalism. There is ample 
evidence that this took place in the Netherlands during the later 
sixteenth century, as evangelicals became increasingly influenced by 
the prevailing rationalist worldview.’ In the United States, the 
trend towards rationalism within evangelical circles was accelerated 
during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries by the 
widespread adoption of what has come to be known as ‘Scottish 
realism’ or ‘common-sense’ philosophy’! - an issue to which we 
shall return presently (see pp. 168-171). In particular, evangelicalism 
has responded to the types of theology of revelation associated with 
neo-orthodoxy, particularly that of Emil Brunner, which treated 
revelation purely as a ‘personal presence’, by stressing the 
informational content of revelation. Yet, on reflection, this has been 
an over-reaction; the proper response to Brunner is to affirm the 
informational content of revelation, not to deny its personal 
aspects. The result is that forms of American evangelicalism which 
have been especially influenced by rationalism, such as that 
associated with Carl Henry, have laid too much emphasis upon the 
notion of a purely propositional biblical revelation. 
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But it need not do so. Indeed, as the pressure to defend 
evangelicalism by stealing the clothes of the Enlightenment 
diminishes, evangelicals are once more free to rediscover and 
recover the distinctive features of a more biblical approach to 
theology, which stresses that God’s actions in history, recounted 
and interpreted in Scripture, form a narrative.” Any view of 
revelation which regards God’s self-disclosure as the mere 
transmission of facts concerning God is seriously deficient, and risks 
making God an analogue of a corporate executive who disperses 
memoranda to underlings. Revelation is God’s self-disclosure and 
self-involvement in history, and supremely God’s decision to 
become incarnate in Jesus Christ, so that whoever has seen Jesus 
Christ has seen the Father. Revelation concerns the oracles of God, 
the acts of God, and the person and presence of God. 

To reduce revelation to principles or concepts is to suppress the 
element of mystery, holiness and wonder to God’s self-disclosure.’”° 
‘First principles’ may enlighten and inform; they do not force us to 
our knees in reverence and awe, as with Moses at the burning bush, 
or the disciples in the presence of the risen Christ. For 
understandable reasons, evangelicalism has in the past chosen to 
focus on the propositional or cognitive element of the complex 
network of divine revelation ~ an element which allowed 
evangelicalism to maintain its credibility and integrity during a 
period of rationalist assault. But the ensuing understanding of 
‘revelation’ was itself dangerously deficient, verging on the aridity 
and sterility which were the hallmarks of the same rationalism 
which evangelicalism was seeking to oppose. 

Recognizing the narrative quality of Scripture allows the 
fullness of biblical revelation to be recovered. In no way does this 
strategy involve the abandoning or weakening of an evangelical 
commitment to the objective cognitive truth of divine revelation. 
It is simply to recognize that revelation involves more than this, 
and to commend the wisdom of avoiding reductionist approaches 
to the issue. Two theologians who have been concerned to recover 
the importance of narrative in this respect are Karl Barth and H. 
Richard Niebuhr. For Barth, the Bible related a narrative which 
identified the ‘God of Jesus Christ’.’* For Niebuhr, the biblical 
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witness, itself narrative in form, illumines our self-understanding 
and enables us to make sense of ‘the story of our life’. 

Evangelicalism has always been concerned to demonstrate the 
close connection between Scripture and doctrine. For reasons which 
ultimately reflect the dominance of Enlightenment ideas at 
Princeton during the nineteenth century, evangelicalism was prone 
to minimize the narrative elements in Scripture, in order to secure 
the intimate relationship between Scripture and doctrine, often 
regarding the former as a doctrinal source-book. Yet, rightly 
understood, there is an equally i intimate and interactive connection 
between the Scriptural narrative and doctrinal affirmations. In what 
follows, I propose to explore this issue, in order to bring out clearly 
the connection between narrative and doctrine.” 

Scripture does not primarily take the form of credal and 
doctrinal statements, although these are unquestionably interwoven 
within its structure. Its primary - although by no means its 
exclusive - concern is with narrating what happened at moments 
held to be of particular importance to the self-definition of the 
community of faith - moments such as the exodus from Egypt or 
the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. Scripture presents us with a 
narrative, which purports to tell of God’s dealings with humanity, 
culminating in - but not ending with - the history of Jesus of 
Nazareth.” Where doctrine is concerned with what should be (or 
is) believed, Scripture appears preoccupied primarily with narrating 
what happened.’* (While the New Testament includes much 
material that is not narrational in character, this can be argued to 
represent the outcome of engagement with the narrative of Jesus of 
Nazareth). In that Christianity is centred on the figure of Jesus of 
Nazareth, a mode of discourse capable of structurally expressing 
that history is required. Scripture does not articulate a set of 
abstract principles, but points to a lived life, a specific historical 
existence, as in some sense embodying and giving substance to some 
such set of principles. 

In the New Testament, the narrative of Jesus is thus interpreted 
as a story which grounds Christian existence, which gives some 
shape and specification to those human outlooks on life and those 
ways of thinking that are appropriate expressions of our own 
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sharing in the life of Christ. Narratives are based in history, in 
actions, enabling us to avoid thinking of Christianity in terms of 
universal abstractions, and instead to ground it in the contingencies 
of our historical existence. Our vision is shaped and informed by 
the story of Jesus of Nazareth, recalled in the eucharistic 
celebration of his death and resurrection and the benefits which 
these are understood to bring us, which we recognize as embodying 
the shape or pattern of our lives and communities as Christians. "? 

Scripture, then, provides a narrative of a real historical 
existence, affirmed to be of foundational significance to the 
community of faith, incarnating both values and ideas. But how is 
the transition from narrative to doctrine to be effected? The 
importance of this question in relation to the genesis of doctrine 
may be illustrated with reference to two examples drawn from the 
history of Christian doctrine, which illuminate the difficulties 
encountered in this transition. 

The so-called Christus Victor theory of the Atonement, 
prominent in the patristic period, is essentially narrative in its 
structure." The soteriological markers and metaphors of the New 
Testament are expanded and reconstructed, to yield a narrative 
account of the drama of the redemption of humanity. This 
narrative has certain presuppositions — for example, that humanity 
is in bondage to tyrants or hostile powers. Nevertheless, these 
presuppositions are identified by the narrative itself, in the course 
of recounting the manner in which the death and resurrection of 
Jesus of Nazareth represent the divine conflict with and victory 
over the evil powers of bondage. 

Our concern is with the structure, rather than the content, of 
what Gustaf Aulén refers to as the ‘classical theory of the 
Atonement’. The narrative proved to raise more questions than it 
answered. Why was humanity held bondage to demonic forces? In 
what way do the cross and resurrection represent a divine conflict 
and victory? Why could not God just have eliminated or bypassed 
the devil? And, faced with these difficulties, the proponents of the 
theory were obliged to provide a conceptual substructure in the 
light of which the narrative might be interpreted. The concept of 
the ius diaboli was thus developed as an attempt to make sense of 
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the narrative at its more perplexing points.’ A substructure of 
doctrinal formulations thus began to emerge, as a means of 
interpreting the drama narrated by the Christus Victor theory. With 
the theological renaissance of the late eleventh and early twelfth 
centuries, this substructure came under intense critical scrutiny 
from theologians such as Anselm and Abelard, eventually to be 
rejected as unsatisfactory and replaced with a doctrine - rather than 
a narrative - of redemption.’ Our point, however, concerns the 
structure of the Christus Victor theory, which may be seen as an 
intermediate stage between the scriptural narrative and doctrinal 
formulations. The narrative required the presupposition of a set of 
axioms if it was to be meaningful: those axioms were identified and 
elaborated, in the process of the genesis of doctrine. What narrative 
lacked, or could plausibly be argued to presuppose, was provided 
by ‘a doctrinal substructure. 

A second example is provided by the Arian controversy of the 
fourth century. This controversy focused on the identity of Jesus 
Christ. Was Christ merely a human being, supreme among all of 
God’s creatures, but a creature nevertheless? Or was Christ none 
other than the divine Son of God? The basic difficulty was that the 
narrative of Jesus could be read in two quite different ways: as the 
account of an outstanding human being, or as the account of the 
incarnation of the Son of God. But which corresponded more 
precisely to the biblical witness? How was the narrative of Jesus 
Christ to be understood? The need for a conceptual framework by 
which the various aspects of the narrative could be interpreted 
became painfully obvious. The framework offered by Arius was 
based on the belief that Jesus was supreme among God’s creatures; 
that offered by Athanasius rested on the belief that he was the Son 
of God incarnate. 

At the heart of this dispute lay a tension within the Origenist 
Christological tradition, in which a narrative and various 
frameworks of conceptualities demanded correlation.’ How could 
the scriptural narrative be related to such an interpretative 
framework? And which of the various frameworks available (or 
conceivable) was most appropriate? The Arian controversy 
illuminates this tension between differing interpretative frameworks 
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as they bear upon a common narrative tradition: both Arius and 
Athanasius claim to be interpreters of the same narratives. 
Although Arius was no philosopher, it is clear that his reading of 
the scriptural narrative required a conceptual framework in which 
God was totally transcendent and absolute;'* the scriptural 
narrative thus centred upon a creature, not the creator. For 
Athanasius, as we saw, the same narrative centred upon the 
incarnation of the Son of God. 

This controversy illustrates a crucial phase in the development 
of Christian doctrine: the need to test the adequacy of doctrinal 
formulations as interpretative frameworks for the scriptural 
narrative. The frameworks proposed by both Arius and Athanasius 
were sufficiently internally consistent to necessitate their evaluation 
on other grounds; those grounds included the degree of correlation 
with the scriptural narrative itself, and the evaluation of that 
narrative within the community of faith as expressed in its prayer, 
worship and adoration. Athanasius’ insistence upon the significance 
of the maxim lex orandi lex interpretandi (which can be roughly 
translated as ‘the way we pray establishes the way we interpret’) 
sets him apart from Arius at this point: for Athanasius, worship is 
the crucible within which theological statements are refined: for 
Arius, theology provides a framework for the criticism of 
worship. 

The Christological doctrine of the ‘two natures’ affirms two 
vital insights: ‘Jesus is God’ and ‘Jesus is man’. Whatever 
metaphysical or ontological implications may be suggested by these 
claims, it is important to appreciate that initially they refer to the 
interpretation of the narrative of Jesus of Nazareth. Within the 
context of this narrative, Jesus may be discerned as playing two 
roles - the human and the divine. Two roles which had hitherto 
been regarded as mutually exclusive, demanding different actors, are 
held by the narrative to be intimately related and focused on the 
single person of Jesus. Within the context of the narrative, Jesus 
acts as God (for example, by forgiving sin: Mk. 2:5-7), as well as 
assuming the more conventional role of a human actor. The 
doctrine of the two natures thus provides a means of interpreting 
the scriptural narrative, and of ensuring its internal consistency. 
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Similarly, the doctrine of the Trinity may be regarded as an 
interpretation of the Christian narrative. ‘Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit’ is an identifying description of God, as he is perceived to act 
in the New Testament. ‘Father’, ‘Son’ and ‘Spirit’ are identified as 
related roles within the New Testament narrative.’ The doctrine 
of the Trinity provides a hermeneutical key to the correct 
interpretation of the Old and New Testament narratives, which 
might otherwise be understood to concern three different deities. 
Trinitarian discourse is an attempt to identify the God at the centre 
of the scriptural narrative. In common with doctrine as a whole, it 
neither explicitly makes, nor explicitly precludes, metaphysical 
statements. It is initially concerned with interpreting a narrative. 

There is thus a dynamic relationship between doctrine and the 
scriptural narrative. That narrative possesses an interpretative 
substructure, hinting at doctrinal affirmations. It is evident that 
there are conceptual frameworks, linked to narrative structures, 
within Scripture: these function as starting-points for the process of 
generation of more sophisticated conceptual frameworks in the 
process of doctrinal formulation. On the basis of these scriptural 
hints, markers and signposts, doctrinal affirmations may be made, 
which are then employed as a conceptual framework for the 
interpretation of the narrative. The narrative is then re-read and re- 
visioned in the light of this conceptual framework, in the course of 
which modifications to the framework are suggested. There is thus 
a process of dynamic interaction, of feedback, between doctrine and 
Scripture, between the interpretative framework and the narrative. 
One might describe this dialectical relationship in Piagetian terms, 
as one of assimilation and accommodation: the narrative 1s 
assimilated to concepts, and the concepts are accommodated to the 
narrative. In the course of this hermeneutical spiral, new levels of 
interpretation are achieved through a progressive interactive 
oscillation between the generative narrative of Scripture and the 
interpretative framework of doctrine. 

This process of interpretation involves a continuous interaction 
between scriptural narrative and doctrinal formulations, in an 
attempt to find an interpretative framework, or range of such 
frameworks, already hinted at within the New Testament, on the 
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basis of which the narrative of Jesus of Nazareth might be viewed 
at enhanced levels of meaning. The doctrinal framework which 
embraces the concept of incarnation was arrived at with some 
hesitation, on account of its evident implications for Jewish 
monotheism, and has been subjected to the most sustained criticism 
in the Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment period. Nevertheless, 
it remains nothing more than a tentative hypothesis that there is 
any kind of radical discontinuity between the narrative of Jesus of 
Nazareth and the primitive interpretative frameworks contained 
within the New Testament on the one hand, and the doctrine of 
the incarnation on the other. 

We may summarize our analysis of the relation between the 
biblical narrative and doctrine as follows. Narratives need to be 
interpreted correctly; Christian doctrine provides the conceptual 
framework by which the scriptural narrative is interpreted. 
Narratives demand interpretation. The scriptural narrative is no 
exception. The Old Testament may be read as a story of the quest 
for identity among a nomadic people of the ancient near east, just 
as the synoptic gospels may be read as the story of a misguided 
Galilean revolutionary or a frustrated Jewish rabbi. Doctrine 
articulates the particular interpretation, or range of interpretations, 
of the scriptural narrative appropriate to the self-understanding of 
the Christian community, calling others into question. Thus the 
assertion ‘Jesus is the Christ’ is a doctrinal affirmation which allows 
the narrative of Jesus of Nazareth to be viewed in a particular light. 
This assertion is not, however, arbitrary: it is held to be legitimate 
in the light of that narrative itself. Romans 1:3-4 legitimizes Paul’s 
claim that Jesus is the Christ with reference to the narrative of 
Jesus of Nazareth, just as a narrative substructure may be detected 
in the case of other Pauline theological or ethical affirmations.” 

Doctrine thus provides the conceptual framework by which the 
scriptural narrative is interpreted. It is not an arbitrary framework, 
however, but one which is suggested by that narrative, and 
intimated (however provisionally) by scripture itself. It is to be 
discerned within, rather than imposed upon, that narrative. The 
narrative is primary, and the interpretative framework secondary. 
The New Testament includes both the narrative of Jesus of 
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Nazareth and interpretation of the relevance of that narrative for 
the existence of the primitive Christian communities; doctrine 
represents the extension of the quasi-doctrinal hints, markers and 
signposts to be found within the New Testament. 

The transition from a narrative to a conceptual framework of 
thinking would have potentially destructive effects for Christian 
theology if the narrative concerning Jesus of Nazareth, having being 
allowed to generate a specific framework of conceptualities, were 
forgotten. Had a conceptual approach to Christianity (such as that 
associated with the concept of incarnation) been regarded as self- 
sufficient and autonomous, the narrative which originally 
precipitated it might have disappeared into the mists of history. 
Had this occurred, serious anxiety would necessarily have resulted 
concerning the propriety and adequacy of this framework. It would 
have been left suspended without visible support. No criteria, save 
those imposed from outside by rival ideologies, could be adduced 
by which it could be evaluated. However, the foundational 
narrative has been preserved by the community of faith, and 
accorded primary status in doctrinal reflection (particularly within 
the churches of the Reformation, which remain historical 
landmarks for an evangelical self-understanding). 

The sola Scriptura principle is ultimately an assertion of the 
primacy of the foundational scriptural narrative over any 
framework of conceptualities which it may generate. The 
Reformation could reasonably be interpreted as an overdue re- 
examination of the medieval catholic framework of conceptualities 
in the light of their generative narrative; similarly, the Reformation 
slogan ecclesia reformata, ecclesia semper reformanda could be 
interpreted as an affirmation of the need continually to correlate 
the generating narrative and the resulting concepts. We do not have 
access to the history of Jesus in its entirety. We do not possess the 
totality of traditions concerning Jesus. Nevertheless, we do have 
access to the part of that history and those traditions which the 
first Christian communities regarded as foundational and identity- 
giving, along with hints of possible interpretative frameworks, 
allowing us to evaluate any resulting conceptual representations of 
the gospel - past, present and future. We retain possession of the 
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criteria by which any proposed framework of conceptualities may 
be generated or evaluated. In the end, Christian doctrine stands or 
falls in relation to Scripture, not any particular set of concepts. 

The relation of narrative and metaphysics may be further 
explored by considering Luther’s ‘theology of the cross’, perhaps 
one of the most theologically acute accounts of this theme.’” 
Luther’s theology is often incorrectly described as ‘anti- 
metaphysical’, which has led to a cluster of unhistorical judgments 
concerning his theology. Luther’s fundamental point, however, is 
that the narrative of the crucified Christ must be interpreted on the 
basis of a framework established by that narrative itself, rather than 
upon the basis of an imposed alien framework. Luther’s hostility 
towards Aristotelian metaphysics is based on his conviction that it 
imposes upon the scriptural narrative an interpretative framework 
which leads to serious distortion of the narrative. 

Luther’s particular concern centres upon a cluster of divine 
attributes, such as the ‘glory of God’, the ‘power of God’, and the 
‘righteousness of God’. If these attributes are defined on the basis 
of prior metaphysical presuppositions (including an uncritical use 
of the principle of analogy), the gospel is distorted. How can the 
revelation of the ‘righteousness of God’ (iustitia Det) (Rom. 1:16-17) 
be good news for sinful humanity, when (on the basis of an 
Aristotelian analysis of iustitia) this revelation can only imply 
condemnation? Luther’s theological breakthrough (to be dated at 
some point in 1515) centred upon his realization that it is the 
narrative of Jesus of Nazareth, focusing upon the crucified Christ, 
which defines the meaning of such terms as ‘the righteousness of 
God’."? The ‘theologian of the cross’ is one who generates a 
conceptual framework on the basis of the scriptural narrative; a 
‘theologian of glory’ is one who interprets the scriptural narrative 
on the basis of a predetermined conceptual framework. 

Luther thus has no objection to metaphysics, as even a cursory 
reading of his writings in the period 1515-21 demonstrates; his 
concern is to allow the scriptural narrative of Jesus of Nazareth, as 
it is focused upon the crucified Christ, to generate its own 
framework of conceptualities. Luther’s assertion of the autonomy 
of the scriptural narrative does not involve the rejection of 
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metaphysics; it merely denies to any preconceived metaphysics the 
right to impose its interpretative framework upon Scripture. To 
concede the existence of logically prior interpretative categories or 
frameworks for biblical interpretation is ultimately to undermine 
radically the authority of Scripture. 

For Luther, however, conceptualities such as ‘the righteousness 
of God’ are defined by the scriptural narrative, not imported from 
outside sources. Even ‘God’ is defined in this manner, as may be 
seen from Luther’s celebrated reference to the ‘crucified and hidden 
God’ (Deus crucifixus et absconditus). Aristotle’s definition of ‘God’ 
has, according to Luther, no direct bearing upon the interpretation 
of Scripture, which identified a somewhat different God as its chief 
agent.” It is possible to regard Luther’s axiom crux sola nostra 
theologia as a sophisticated statement of the sola Scriptura principle, 
which asserts the priority of a historically based narrative ~ rather 
than abstract concepts of divinity - in theological reflection. 

From the above analysis, it will be clear that allowing a 
narrative to become the foundation of evangelical theological 
reflection poses no fundamental problems. Indeed, it offers an 
invaluable catalyst for the cathartic process of purging 
evangelicalism of the lingering influence of the Enlightenment, and 
reaching behind the Enlightenment to recover more authentically 
evangelical approaches to the role of Scripture in Christian life and 
thought. 


Conclusion 


In the present chapter, we have argued that the evangelical appeal 
to the authority of Scripture is coherent and informed. The current 
rhetoric concerning a ‘crisis in biblical authority’ is profoundly 
misleading, in that it confuses secondary issues (how biblical 
authority is to be articulated and formalized theologically) with the 
primary issue of the foundational role of Scripture. Increasingly, 
evangelicals are expressing misgivings concerning the approaches to 
biblical authority associated with the Old Princeton school,“ 
seeing the continuing use of the ideas of this school as contributing 
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to the lingering bondage of evangelicalism to the ideas and outlooks 
of Enlightenment rationalism. 

This, however, cannot be interpreted as representing a retreat 
from or dilution of the traditional evangelical emphasis on the 
authority of Scripture; it merely represents an integral part of the 
continuing evangelical agenda to ensure that every aspect of its 
theological agenda is grounded in Scripture. There is a growing 
realization within evangelicalism that the Princeton position 1s 
ultimately dependent upon extrabiblical assumptions and norms.” 
In view of evangelicalism’s determination not to allow anything 
from outside the biblical material to assume a normative or 
foundational role in Christian thinking, it has therefore proved 
necessary to call into question this particular mode of expressing 
and defending the authority of Scripture - but not to call that 
authority itself into question. In the end, therefore, evangelicalism 
is simply in the process of replacing one approach to biblical 
authority (which is now seen to be based on philosophical axioms) 
with another (based on more biblical considerations). The 
commitment to biblical authority remains; it is merely the mode of 
its articulation which is changing. 


In the first two chapters, we have been concerned with the internal 
coherence of evangelicalism. Our attention now turns to a broader 
issue: the cohesion and resilience of evangelicalism in the face of its 
intellectual and theological rivals in the contemporary world. We 
begin this analysis by considering the relation of evangelicalism to 
the movement in recent theology which is now becoming widely 
known as ‘postliberalism’. 
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In the first part of this work, the inner dynamics of evangelical 
theology were explored, focusing particularly on the evangelical 
emphasis on the person and work of Jesus Christ and the normative 
role of Scripture. Having set out the coherence of the evangelical 
theological vision in relation to these central issues, I now propose 
to assess rival approaches of significance within contemporary 
western culture. My intention is not to present an evangelical 
alternative to such approaches, but to indicate the grounds upon 
which they may be critiqued. The first major approach to be 
considered is ‘postliberalism’, which emerged in the aftermath of 
the general disillusionment with liberal theology since the 1960s. 


The reaction against liberalism 


The general reaction against liberalism in both the academy and the 
church has now reached such proportions that it may seem 
pointless to engage with it. As one of my colleagues once asked me, 
why should modern evangelicalism enter into a dialogue with the 
dead? However, I believe that it is important to continue to interact 
with the liberal tendency within Christian theology - or, more 
accurately, with the cluster of approaches to theology which show 
liberal ‘family resemblances’, most notably an appeal to the 
‘universals’ of culture, experience or religion and a retreat from the 
affirmation of the particularity of the Christian faith. To 
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understand the grounds of the recent reaction against liberalism is 
to gain a deeper appreciation of the inherent distinctives and 
strengths of evangelicalism itself. 

Evangelicalism has long regarded liberalism as a serious threat 
to Christian integrity and identity.’ The liberal strategy of 
acknowledging norms and sources of theological authority deriving 
from outside the Christian revelation is seen as something of a 
Trojan horse, allowing the ideas and values of the world to gain an 
unmerited and unwelcome presence and influence within 
Christianity. The sustained evangelical critique of liberalism at both 
the pragmatic and theoretical level has now been supplemented by 
other voices from outside evangelicalism, reinforcing the growing 
consensus within the Christian churches that liberalism is 
intellectually flawed and tainted. Of these voices, the most 
significant is the movement known as postliberalism. In view of the 
importance of this development and the growing influence of 
postliberalism within both the churches and the academy, the 
present chapter will present a detailed evangelical assessment of and 
response to this movement, indicating the areas of convergence and 
disagreement between these two movements. 

The emergence of postliberalism is widely regarded as one of 
the most important aspects of western theology since 1980. The 
movement had its origins in the United States, and was initially 
associated with Yale Divinity School, and particularly with 
theologians such as Hans Frei, Paul Holmer, David Kelsey and 
George Lindbeck.? While it is not strictly correct to speak of a 
‘Yale school’ of theology, there are nevertheless clear ‘family 
resemblances’ between a number of the approaches to theology to 
emerge from Yale during the late 1970s and early 1980s.’ Since 
then, postliberal trends have become well established within North 
American and British academic theology,’ indicating that it is likely 
to have a considerable impact on evangelicalism, at least in the next 
decade, as the latter increases its presence within the academic 
community. The relation between evangelicalism and postliberalism 
is therefore of major importance to the agenda set by the present 
study. 

The distinguishing feature of postliberalism may be located in 
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its rejection of the totalizing projects of modernity, whether this 
takes the specific form of an Enlightenment-style appeal to universal 
reason, or a liberal appeal to ‘religion’, ‘culture’ or an unmediated 
religious experience common to all of humanity. Each of these is 
now recognized as a false universal, a fictitious construction of a 
totalizing mindset. In the stead of such pseudo-universals, 
postliberalism places religious communities and their traditions, 
particularly as mediated through narrative.” Thus William C. 
Placher has helpfully identified the following three fundamental 
features of postliberal thought: 

1. The primacy of narrative as an interpretative category for the 
Bible; 

2. The hermeneutical primacy of the world created by the 
biblical narratives over the world of human experience; 

3. The primacy of language over experience. 

It will be clear that this critique of the foundational role of 
experience represents a decisive move away from the liberal strategy 
of an earlier generation. 

The philosophical roots of this movement are complex. Within 
the movement, particular appreciation can be discerned for the style 
of approach associated with the philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre, 
which places an emphasis on the relation between narrative, 
community and the moral life.” In this respect, postliberalism 
reintroduces a strong emphasis on the particularity of the Christian 
faith, in reaction against the strongly homogenizing tendencies of 
liberalism, in its abortive attempt to make theory (that all religions 
are saying the same thing) and observation (that the religions are 
different) coincide. We begin our engagement with postliberalism 
by considering liberalism itself. 


Defining liberalism 
In one sense, ‘liberalism’ can simply be defined as the theological 
position, hitherto characteristic of much of western culture, which 


has now been displaced by postliberalism. However, there is a need 
to attempt to explore the foundations of the movement in a little 
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more detail.’ Perhaps the most distinctive feature of the movement 
is its accommodationism - that is, its insistence that traditional 
Christian doctrines should be restated or reinterpreted in order to 
render them harmonious with the spirit of the age. Considerable 
emphasis was placed on the need to be open to the new insights 
afforded by philosophical, social and religious advancement, rather 
than being tied to the dogmas of the past. Liberalism was especially 
hostile to any form of particularism, such as the notion of a special 
divine revelation. For liberalism, religion must be based on 
universal human resources, such as human culture or common 
experience. The anti-particularist stance of liberalism is especially 
evident in its antipathy to evangelism or mission, which are often 
deprecated as ‘theological racism’ or ‘Christian imperialism’. 

To understand theological liberalism, it is necessary to explore 
the origins of liberalism in general. The term ‘liberal’ is French in 
origin, dating from the Napoleonic era. The great sense of 
liberation which had accompanied the French Revolution of 1789 
had given way to a sense of despair, as Napoleon’s military machine 
crushed everything that lay in its path. Both the Jacobin and 
Bonapartist regimes extended the powers of the state in the name 
of ‘personal liberty’, on the basis of the assumption that the liberty 
and the sovereignty of the people were identical. The origins of this 
belief probably lay in Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s transference of 
classical Roman and Greek ideas of public virtue to the modern 
France, without due account of the fundamentally different nature 
of these contexts.” 

In reaction against this development, movements arose which 
stressed the need to safeguard individual liberty against state and 
social control, chiefly through limiting the power of the state. The 
term ‘liberal’ was first used in this political sense by writers such as 
Madame de Staël and Chateaubriant in 1807, referring specifically 
to those prepared to oppose Napoleonic totalitarianism. !? The word 
makes its appearance in Spanish in 1811, to refer to reforming 
elements concerned to defend the freedom of the press and 
individual liberties. Hints of the foreign origins of the word in the 
English language can be seen in the diary of Walter Scott, who 
referred to a ‘party of libéraux’. By the 1830s, the word was firmly 
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established in the English language, being used to refer to a cluster 
of values which embraced the ideal of political liberty, the 
inevitability of progress, the virtue of toleration, and the power of 
reason." 

By the 1830s, the term ‘liberal’ was in fairly regular use, 
referring especially to a political attitude which celebrated the cult 
of personal liberty. In his Prometheus Unbound, Shelley wrote of 
human nature as ‘free, uncircumscribed, equal, unclassed, tribeless 
and nationless’. Human nature was subject to none, and totally free 
in its choices. The strong sense of optimism which pervaded the 
movement, particularly at the religious level, can be seen in John 
Morley’s (1838-1923) famous declaration ‘that human nature is 
good, that the world is capable of being made a desirable abiding 
place, and that the evil of the world is the fruit of bad education 
and bad institutions’.” 

This sentiment can be found in much liberal English thinking 
of the early twentieth century, and was often attributed, on the 
basis of the rather naive historical positivism which characterized 
that period, to Jesus himself. An excellent example is provided by 
the liberal theologian James Franklin Bethune-Baker, who declared 
that ‘human society has in it the immortal germs of progress 
towards its perfection and the conditions of its perfectibility were 
described by such sayings as are collected in the Sermon on the 
Mount’.” This illustrates both his perfectionist view of human 
nature and the general liberal tendency to project thoroughly 
modern views on to Jesus - a trend devastatingly caricatured by 
George Tyrrell, with particular reference to Adolf von Harnack: 
‘The Christ that Harnack sees, looking back through nineteen 
centuries of catholic darkness, is only the reflection of a liberal 
Protestant face, seen at the bottom of a deep well?" For many, 
these progressive social ideas were left in tatters in the aftermath of 
the First and Second World Wars, especially as the horrors of the 
Nazi extermination camps became widely known. 

Given this foundational liberal commitment to liberty, it is 
probably one of the greatest tragedies of our times that in recent 
years ‘liberalism’ has, in the view of many observers, degenerated 
from a commitment to openness and toleration into an intolerant 
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and dogmatic worldview, which refuses to recognize the validity of 
any views save its own. Liberalism was prepared to tolerate or 
encourage a variety of views, provided that these related to the 
private world of individuals, and had no social or public 
significance. In effect, liberalism represents an attempt to control - 
whether through marginalization or appeasement - different 
worldviews within strictly imposed bounds, defined and structured 
on the basis of its own perception of the nature of reality. In effect, 
liberalism adopted a paternalist approach to differences, tolerating 
them so long as they did not threaten its own hegemony. It is for 
this reason that the phrase ‘liberal tyranny’ ts increasingly being 
applied to the movement.” Although it might initially seem to be 
an oxymoron, the phrase accurately depicts the liberal desire to 
control differences according to its own worldview. This is as true 
in the religious field as it is in the political arena. As the British 
theologian John Macquarrie has commented: 


What is meant by ‘liberal’ theology? If it means only that the 
theologian to whom the adjective is applied has an openness to 
other points of view, then liberal theologians are found in all 
schools of thought. But if ‘liberal’ becomes itself a party label, 
then it usually turns out to be extremely illiberal."® 


The deeply disturbing paradox of much modern theology is that 
some of the most dogmatic of its representatives lay claim to be 
liberals. Despite the strictures noted in the previous paragraph, 
liberalism is traditionally thought of as implying an inalienable 
respect for and openness to the views of others. The new 
dogmatism within liberalism is itself a sure indication of a deep 
sense of unease and insecurity, and an awareness of its growing 
isolation and marginalization within mainline Christianity.” 
Liberalism is now increasingly dismissed as an irrelevance by 
both conservative and mainline Christian writers, impatient with 
its easy accommodation to contemporary western culture and its 
apparently uncritical abandonment of much that is seen to be of 
vital importance to Christianity. Stanley Fish is one recent writer 
to draw attention to the fact that political liberalism is ‘basically a 
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brief against belief and conviction’;® this anticcommitment stance 
is inevitably carried over into its religious embodiments. Yet in the 
event, liberalism turned out to have just as many certainties and 
dogmas as orthodoxy, even if this point was initially overlooked, 
perhaps because those few who bothered to study it had a vested 
interest in its survival. Its critics charge it with playing to a secular 
gallery, and giving encouragement to an increasingly self-confident 
anti-Christian tendency in western culture. The writings of John 
Shelby Spong are often singled out as a case in point, allegedly 
demonstrating the intellectual vacuity, the shallow scholarship, and 
the cultural puritanism of this committed and self-consciously 
liberal approach. The obvious inadequacy of these writings makes 
the charges of irrelevance and irresponsibility temptingly easy to 
endorse. Rather than indulge in such a pointless pursuit, I propose 
to try to identify what it is about liberalism that has caused such a 
loss of confidence to emerge within the movement. To begin with, 
however, we may return to the issue of the identity of liberalism. 

In recent American liberal theology, two distinctive (although 
admittedly related) strategies can be discerned, each of which is 
concerned to avoid the particularities of the Christian tradition, and 
ground itself in the commonalities of universal human existence. 
This may be related directly to the general liberal attempt to 
‘emancipate individuals from the contingency and particularity of 
tradition’ (Alasdair MacIntyre). The strongly foundationalist 
approach of classic western liberalism results in its undertaking a 
programmatic search for a universal basis of such socially significant 
matters as morality and religion.” Schubert Ogden may be taken 
as a representative of the tendency to ground theology in universal 
human experience,”’ and Gordon Kaufman of the tendency to 
ground it in western culture.” The inadequacies of these viewpoints 
have already been explored (see pp. 66-88). 

So what has liberalism to offer? Many liberal writers have 
emphasized the importance of relating Christianity to its 
intellectual environment, suggesting that this is a distinctive 
contribution which this movement can still make to contemporary 
Christianity. Yet it must be noted that a concern for the intellectual 
climate in which Christianity finds itself at any moment is not a 
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unique, or indeed even a defining, feature of liberalism. Thomas 
Aquinas took seriously the Aristotelianism of the thirteenth-century 
University of Paris in writing both his Summa contra Gentiles and 
Summa Theologia. I have yet to find Aquinas described as a liberal 
for that reason. In fact, this approach is typical of reflective and 
intellectually responsible Christianity down the ages. Such an 
outlook is characteristic of thoughtful Christian reflection over two 
thousand years of its history, not the exclusive or defining trait of 
liberalism. 

A more modern example will make this point unequivocally 
clear. One of the most significant contributions to the modern 
philosophy of religion comes from a group of American writers, 
including Alvin Plantinga and Nicholas Wolterstorff. Their 
discussion of the theme of ‘faith and rationality’ has become a 
landmark in recent debates centring on this theme.” Yet the group 
has no inclination whatsoever towards liberalism, representing 
instead what one might call the ‘classic Reformed approach’, 
drawing its inspiration from the writings of John Calvin. In short: 
there is nothing distinctively liberal about being academically 
serious and culturally informed. 

The need to be sensitive and responsive to developments within 
society is beyond dispute. Nevertheless, to its critics, liberalism 
appears to have been possessed of a willingness to allow its agenda 
and the resources which it brings to bear upon that agenda to be 
shaped by transient, non-universal cultural trends. The French 
sociologist Jacques Ellul (1912-94) identifies this trend, which 
appears to have reached its zenith in the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
and puts his finger on one of the most worrying aspects of 
liberalism during the 1960s: its tendency to fashion theologies in 
order to justify decisions that have been made on other grounds. 


What troubles me is not that the opinions of Christians change, 
nor that their opinions are shaped by the problems of the 
times; on the contrary, that is good. What troubles me is that 
Christians conform to the trend of the moment without 
introducing into it anything specifically Christian. Their 
convictions are determined by their social milieu, not by faith 
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in revelation; they lack the uniqueness which ought to be the 
expression of that faith. Thus theologies become mechanical 
exercises that justify the positions adopted, and justify them on 
grounds that are absolutely not Christian.” 


Radical new theologies - ‘radical’ being a word which then ensured 
the cultural credibility of the ideas attached to it - were fashioned, 
generally with minimal or highly selective reference to the 
Christian tradition, which provided post hoc rationalizations of 
attitudes and ideas, whose ultimate origin lay firmly in the social 
milieu. To many, it seemed that liberal theology was little more 
than a transient agglomerate of ideas and values, deriving primarily 
from the social milieu in which liberal writers were based - usually 
universities, detached from the pastoral and social concerns of 
ordinary lay Christians, and increasingly dominated by a secular 
outlook which theology was expected to share, if it were to 
maintain any ‘academic credibility’. Liberalism slipped easily from 
being the addresser to being the addressee of a secular culture. 

The outcome of this trend is inevitable. In their American 
Mainline Religion: Its Changing Shape and Future, sociologists Wade 
Clark Roof and William McKinney provide an important study of 
the steady numerical decline in mainline churches.” The importance 
of the book, however, does not lie merely in its documentation of 
trends, confirmed by survey after survey, and noted in an earlier 
chapter of this book. Roof and McKinney look ahead to the future, 
and ask what the outcome of these developments will be. Their 
conclusion? In the 1990s, the challenge to mainline Christianity will 
not be from ‘the conservatives it has spurned, but from the 
secularists it has spawned’.”6 

Yet a more worrying question remains. Where is liberalism 
going? What has it to offer? Perhaps the most devastating criticism 
of political liberalism is due to Michael Oakeshott, who defined it 
as a purposeless civil association structured by adverbial rules.” It 
does not really have any purpose. Thus Ronald Dworkin argues 
that the virtue of liberalism does not lie in its active promotion of 
any concept of morality or the purpose of life, but in its refusal to 
promote any way of life.” It is neutral. The same agenda has passed 
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across into theological liberalism, which has become decidedly 
reticent to speak of evangelism on account of its alleged claims to 
privilege. Unless liberalism regains a firm commitment to the gospel 
of Jesus Christ, it is difficult to see what can keep it going. It will 
be ignored by the church and by society at large. And this haunting 
fear of being condemned to irrelevance underlies one of the most 
interesting recent developments within an increasingly beleaguered 
liberalism - the quest for a ‘public theology’, to which we may 
now turn. 


Liberalism and the quest for a ‘public theology’ 


A repetitive theme of the contemporary cultural scene is the 
recognition that the Enlightenment is over. The rise of 
postmodernism in the culture at large, of the New Age in the realm 
of personal spirituality,” and postliberalism in the field of Christian 
theology, all point to the collapse of belief in the Enlightenment 
worldview, especially its rationalism and quest for universal 
foundational principles. Yet news of the lingering death of the 
Enlightenment seems to have been remarkably slow to travel to 
some quarters. It is almost as if some thinkers cannot bear the 
thought. A recent article in the Christian Century illustrates this 
point. In this article, two liberal Christian ethicists - Max L. 
Stackhouse and Dennis P. McCann - emphasize the need for a 
revival of ‘a public theology’.*° In the light of the new situation 
following the collapse of socialism as a credible worldview, they 
argue, there is a need to move away from ‘confessional 
particularities, exclusive histories and privileged realms of 
discourse’. ‘This agenda for Christian thought requires a public 
theology, a way of speaking about the reality of God and God’s 
will for the world that is intellectually valid in the marketplace of 
ideas and morally effective in the marketplace of goods and 
services.’ 

There is much to commend this proposal. It insists that 
Christian theology address the widest of publics, demanding a 
hearing in even the most secular of contexts. Unless Christians are 
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merely to ‘preach to their choirs’, they must find some 
‘intellectually valid’ way of engaging the secular world at large. Yet 
on closer inspection, the proposal advanced with such earnestness 
by these writers turns out to be fatally flawed. It rests upon the 
assumption that, while the language and values of Christian 
theology are shaped by history, the values and language of secular 
culture are unconditioned by such influences. At the heart of the 
argument lies an appeal to the ‘context-transcending principles of 
truth, justice and love’. In other words, these three abstract notions 
are universally valid, and determine the framework which a public 
gospel must address. 

There are three major flaws with this approach. In the first 
place, these three notions are barren abstractions, which can come 
to life only when they are given substance. They must be 
particularized, located in real-life situations. This point has been 
appreciated by most Christian preachers and pastors, concerned to 
deal with the issues of real life, rather than the dulling abstractions 
of general principles. We all need to learn the lessons that Reinhold 
Niebuhr learned in downtown Detroit during the 1920s. In his 
Leaves from the Notebook of a Tamed Cynic (1929), Niebuhr wrote: 


If a minister wants to be a man among men he need only stop 
creating a devotion to abstract ideals which everyone accepts in 
theory and denies in practice, and to agonize about their 
validity and practicability in the social issues which he and 
others face in our present civilization. That immediately gives 
his ministry a touch of reality and potency.” 


Yet Niebuhr is an excellent example of a theologian who pursued 
a theological critique of prevailing liberal economic, social and 
political notions; the kind of ‘public theology’ offered to us by 
Stackhouse seems to do theology with the idea of defending the 
liberal vision of culture. The cultural vision comes first; the 
theological framework appears to be a disposable afterthought. 
For, in the second place, this approach actually tends to be little 
more than a capitulation to secular culture. Stackhouse and 
McCann speak of ‘going public’; in reality, they have gone secular. 
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The driving force behind their enterprise is to prove the public 
relevance of theology; it still has things to say which are worth 
listening to. Yet the intended audience for these pronouncements 
is one which has little interest in Christian thought; its sole 
question is likely to be the intensely pragmatic ‘Can you give us 
additional justifications for what we are already doing, and what we 
already know to be right?’ ‘Public theology’ has shown that it is 
entirely willing to give even better reasons for the liberal 
democratic ethos of modern America than modern liberal 
democrats can. Mesmerized by the spectre of being ‘relegated to 
irrelevance’ within western culture, they have thrown aside the 
distinctive resources of the Christian tradition - which they refer 
to condescendingly as ‘confessional particularities, exclusive histories 
and privileged realms of discourse’ - in their headlong rush to 
mimic the world. As a result, the ‘truth’ of the Christian gospel is 
transformed into a pale echo of some form or other of late- 
twentieth-century liberal democratic thought. 

The result of this approach is quite simple: it silences 
Christians, forbidding them to have any distinctive insights which _ 
need to get a public hearing. Christians must become secular 
liberals before they are allowed a public hearing. “To demand 
neutral discourse in public life . . . should now be recognized as 
a way of coercing people to speak publicly in someone else’s 
language and thus never to be true to their own’ (Os Guinness).” 
Lesslie Newbigin comments on the inevitable outcome of this 
stance: 


We are like the Christian congregations under the milet systems 
of the Persian and Muslim empires: we use the mother tongue 
of the Church on Sundays, but for the rest of our lives we use 
the language imposed upon us by the occupying power. But if 
we are true to the language of the Church and the Bible, we 
know that this is not good enough.” 


There is, however, a third, and more serious, problem. 


Stackhouse and McCann appear to have overlooked the fact that 
the Enlightenment has ended. The belief that the language and 
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values of secular culture are universally valid is no longer taken 
seriously. Stackhouse and McCann retain a faith in the idea of some 
universal way of speaking and thinking, which transcends the 
irritating particularities of being a Christian (or Jew, or socialist, or 
whatever). They believe in some kind of moral and religious 
Esperanto, which offers to break down divisive particularities, and 
allow all to speak the same language, and live happily ever after. 
The ‘Esperanto’ in question turns out to be an artificial language, 
an invention. Yet the language of morals must make sense to whole 
communities, before we can get anywhere. The rise of 
postmodernism is a telling indicator of the general collapse of 
confidence in the foundational belief of the Enlightenment in 
‘universal morality’. How, one wonders, can a Christian theology 
hope to maintain intellectual credibility in a postmodern world, if 
one were to adopt the outdated and discredited approach of 
Stackhouse and McCann, who seem to hanker after the good old 
days of the (now defunct) Enlightenment? 

The task of constructing a public theology is too serious to be 
based upon outdated fairy-tale notions of ‘universal cultural values’. 
“Truth, justice and love’ all require to be defined - and they are 
defined in different manners by different people. Far from being 
‘context-transcending’, they are radically dependent upon their 
context for their meaning. Stackhouse and McCann appear to 
believe that secular culture is unconditioned by the contingencies 
of history, in contrast to what they clearly regard as the irritating 
and petty distinctive characteristics of Christianity. It is perhaps no 
cause for wonder that liberal Christianity is losing its voice, both 
within church and society. Liberalism has spent its fuel. 

For this reason, we may now turn to consider postliberalism in 
more detail. 


The postliberal critique for liberal foundationalism 


The emergence of postliberalism may be regarded as a telling 
indication that the intellectual and cultural credibility of liberalism 
has been decisively challenged. The notion of ‘common human 
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experience’ is now regarded as little more than an experiential 
fiction, in much the same way that ‘universal rationality’ is now 
seen as little more than the idle daydream of reason. The belief in 
cultural or experiential metanarratives (to borrow from the 
conceptualities of postmodernism) is acknowledged to be at best 
flawed, and at worst an invitation to oppression. Ideas such as 
‘religion’ and ‘culture’, which an earlier generation of liberal writers 
happily appealed to as constituting universal foundations of non- 
particularist forms of Christianity, are now seen to be fictitious 
constructs, generally reflecting a specifically western set of 
presuppositions. Most significantly of all, it is no longer regarded 
as ‘arrogant’ or ‘imperialist’ to suggest that Christian theology 
concerns the quest for justifiable particularity. 

Liberal critics of postliberalism have argued that it represents a 
lapse into a ‘ghetto ethic’ or some form of ‘fideism’ or ‘tribalism’, 
on account of its retreat from universal norms of value and 
rationality. Yet these same liberal critics seem unable to accept that 
the Enlightenment is over, and that any notion of a ‘universal 
language’ or ‘common human experience’ is simply a fiction, like 
- to use Gadamer’s famous analogy - Robinson Crusoe’s imaginary 
island. ‘Foundationalism’ of any kind - whether philosophical or 
religious - is widely regarded as discredited.” Postliberalism has 
comes to terms with the death of the Enlightenment, where 
liberalism stumbles pathetically and randomly across the intellectual 
terrain, looking desperately for an absolutely firm foundation in a 
world which no longer accepts its existence. The birth of 
postmodernity seems to have been overlooked by liberalism, which 
appears to prefer living in the past rather than confronting the 
harsh new world of today. It is to the credit of postliberal writers 
that they have faced up to the cultural abandonment of universal 
norms and values, even if the movement’s liberal critics prefer the 
cosy nostalgia of the myth of a ‘universal language’ or ‘public 
discourse’. 

As Mary Midgley once commented, the ‘sad little joke’ of 
‘universal languages’ is that nobody seems to speak them.” To 
criticize postliberalism for its abandonment of ‘universal discourse’ 
is like abusing a child who no longer believes in Santa Claus. It 
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may be a reassuring, cosy and useful illusion — but it is an illusion. 
And, as postmodernism has emphasized, the illusion of universal 
norms can all too easily become profoundly oppressive, forcing 
observation to conform to the theory, and repressing distinctiveness 
on the part of, for example, a religion on account of the prior 
dogmatic conviction that all are saying the same thing. The 
reassertion of the distinctiveness of Christianity both reflects this 
reaction against the illusion of universality, and a growing 
awareness of the genuinely singular character of Christian faith. We 
shall explore this latter point in the following section; our concern 
now focuses on the critique of liberal foundationalism which 
undergirds the postliberal enterprise. 

The basic argument is that liberal theology feels itself to be 
under some kind of obligation to ground itself in something in the 
public arena - such as philosophical concepts or ‘common human 
experience’. Lindbeck states this liberal concern in terms of a 
‘commitment to the foundational enterprise of uncovering universal 
principles or structures’, whether these turn out to be metaphysical, 
existential or otherwise.” The impulse, which is fundamentally 
apologetic in intent, is to find a common base for Christian 
theology and public discourse by a prior analysis of human 
knowledge, culture or experience. The merit of this critique is 
probably most evident in the case of Paul Tillich, whose apologetic 
theology is widely regarded as dictated by extrabiblical and non- 
Christian concerns, and inadequately grounded in the particularities 
of the Christian tradition. 

This attempt to liberate Christian theology from extrabiblical 
presuppositions will be welcomed by evangelicals.** This certainly 
indicates that evangelicals can ally themselves, at least to some 
extent, with postliberalism’s emphasis upon Scripture as the sole 
normative source of Christian theology and living. Evangelicals and 
postliberals thus seem to share the kind of concerns so frequently 
expressed by Karl Barth concerning the potential enslavement or 
debasement of Christian thought through the intrusion of alien 
assumptions resulting from a deficient theological method, through 
which ideas originating from outside the church are allowed to 
assume a controlling influence within it. We have explored the 
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vulnerability of liberalism at this point (pp. 60-61); indeed, it is 
necessary even to concede that evangelicalism itself has been unduly 
influenced by Enlightenment presuppositions, particularly in the 
case of the Old Princeton School (pp. 166-174). 

Nevertheless, this does not exclude the apologetic procedure of 
attempting to identify commonalities between the gospel and 
human experience, reason or culture as possible ‘points of contact’ 
for evangelism.’ Nor would it involve the rejection of using 
extrabiblical terminologies and conceptualities in an attempt to 
explicate or render more intelligible the distinctive character of 
Christianity to a secular audience. Liberalism ended up making 
secularism credible to Christianity rather than the other way round. 
Postliberalism avoids this apologetic disaster. 

Whereas the older and now discredited liberal strategy involved 
the search for foundational universal principles, thence - in effect 
rather than by intention - reducing Christianity to such principles, 
postliberalism offers a mediating position by which Christianity 
may be explicated and commended using mediating terminologies 
and conceptualities without allowing them to be systematically prior 
to the gospel, or to control our understanding of the gospel itself.° 
Apologetics is thus understood to be grounded in and controlled by 
systematic theology, with each and every apologetic strategy being 
regarded as provisional and heuristic, responding to the particular 
situation being addressed.*? 


Rediscovering the distinctiveness of Christianity 


There is a growing acceptance within academic theology, not simply 
that Christianity zs distinct, but that any worldview which refuses to 
acknowledge such distinctiveness must be rejected as seriously at 
variance with the observable facts. After all, Jesus Christ was not 
crucified just for reinforcing what everyone already knew. With the 
end of the Enlightenment and its intellectual satellites - including 
liberalism and pluralism - the embargo on distinctiveness has been 
lifted. No longer is the claim to be saying something different seen as 
equivalent to being irrational. Jews are special; they have a special 
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story, and a different set of values. In the same way, Christians are 
special; they have a special story, and a different set of values.” 
Postliberalism embodies a willingness to respect - indeed, to celebrate 
- the distinctiveness of the Christian tradition, and sees Christian 
theology as concerned with the articulation of the distinctive 
grammar of the Christian faith. 

This view is perhaps seen at its clearest in the writings of Paul 
Holmer, most notably his Grammar of Faith (1978). For Holmer, 
Christianity possesses a central grammar which regulates the structure 
and shape of Christian ‘language games’. This language is not 
invented or imposed by theology; it is already inherent within the 
biblical paradigms upon which theology is ultimately dependent. The 
task of theology is thus to discern these intrabiblical rules (such as 
the manner in which God is worshipped and spoken about), not to 
impose extrabiblical rules. For Holmer, one of liberalism’s most 
fundamental flaws was its attempts to ‘reinterpret’ or ‘restate’ biblical 
concepts, which inevitably degenerated into the harmonization of 
Scripture with the spirit of the age. ‘Continuous redoing of the 
Scripture to fit the age is only a sophisticated and probably invisible 
bondage to the age rather than the desire to win the age for God.” 
Theology is grounded on the intrabiblical paradigm, which it is 
obliged to describe and apply as best it can. To affirm that theology 
has a regulatory authority is not to imply that it can regulate 
Scripture, but to acknowledge that a distinctive pattern of regulation 
already exists within the biblical material, which theology is to 
uncover and articulate. 

The critical question which arises from this approach, to which 
we shall return later in this chapter, is whether theology is simply 
about the grammar of faith — that is to say, regulation of Christian 
discourse. To what does this discourse relate? Is there some reality or 
set of realities outside the biblical text to which the biblical narrative 
relates? Do theological assertions simply articulate biblical grammar, 
or do they relate to some objective order, irrespective of whether we 
recognize this relation or not? As we shall see, one central evangelical 
anxiety concerning the postliberal approach is that it appears to 
represent a purely intratextual affair, with little concern for its 
possible relation to an external objective reality. 

The most significant statement of this approach is provided in 
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the writings of George Lindbeck, especially his Nature of Doctrine. 
One of the many merits of this book is the debate which it has 
initiated over this unjustly neglected aspect of Christian theology, 
which has assumed new importance recently on account of the 
impact of the ecumenical movement.” It is therefore only proper 
that this attempt to explore the relation between evangelicalism and 
postliberalism should begin by outlining and - however provisionally 
- responding to Lindbeck’s analysis. 

One of the most tantalizing aspects of Lindbeck’s Nature of 
Doctrine is that he clearly intends it to be a pre-theological text, rather 
than an exercise in systematic theology. The work outlines a research 
programme, rather than articulating its outcome. Lindbeck regards 
the volume as providing a framework for the exploration of 
theological questions and issues, rather than as addressing those issues 
directly. This makes the text somewhat difficult for an evangelical 
with a specific interest in the outcome of the application of a 
method, in that evangelicalism judges the reliability of a theological 
method partly in terms of its consequences. It may reasonably be 
pointed out that the Nature of Doctrine was published in 1984, 
allowing ample time for the subsequent application of its approach; 
however, Lindbeck himself has not yet produced a substantial work 
which indicates evidence of a transition from pre-theological enquiry 
to theological statement. 

In what follows, my analysis is therefore necessarily limited to 
the Nature of Doctrine itself, linking analysis of its approach with an 
attempt to explore what the consequences of its application might be. 
However, in that part of Lindbeck’s pre-theological programme 
includes evaluation of existing approaches, it is particularly 
appropriate to set out and critique his evaluation of rival approaches. 
We therefore turn to consider Lindbeck’s exposition of ‘cognitive- 
propositional’ approaches to doctrine. 


Lindbeck’s critique of evangelicalism 
In his analysis of the nature of doctrine, Lindbeck identifies three 


‘theories’ or understandings of the nature of doctrine. We have 
already endorsed and expanded Lindbeck’s analysis of the approach 
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to doctrine which is characteristic of theological liberalism, 
particularly in North America, which Lindbeck refers to as the 
‘experiential-expressive’ approach (see pp. 73-75). Although 
Lindbeck does not explicitly indicate that he intends to engage with 
evangelicalism, one of the approaches he critiques would clearly be 
associated with the movement. 

This is the view, designated by Lindbeck as ‘propositionalist’ or 
‘cognitive’, which treats doctrines as ‘informative propositions or 
truth claims about objective realities’. This style of approach has 
a long association with evangelicalism, and became of especial 
importance in the evangelical renaissance of the 1960s, when 
evangelicals such as Carl Henry reacted against the approaches to 
revelation associated with neo-orthodoxy by stressing the 
informative content of divine revelation, which was to be 
articulated in propositional form. While I have argued that this 
approach to Christian doctrine is inadequate, in that it fails to do 
justice to the full complexity of the biblical notions of revelation, 
it remains axiomatic for evangelicals that both revelation and 
doctrine have cognitive or informational aspects. Lindbeck’s explicit 
critique of such approaches thus clearly impact on evangelicalism, 
even if Lindbeck himself does not explicitly make such connections. 

Lindbeck argues that this approach is to be rejected as 
voluntarist, intellectualist and literalist, even making the suggestion 
that those who ‘perceive or experience religion in cognitivist 
fashion’ are those who ‘combine unusual insecurity with naiveté’.” 
A first hesitation about this criticism concerns its reliability: it 
appears to be based upon a questionable understanding of the 
‘cognitive-propositional’ position, apparently grounded upon the 
belief that those inclined towards this position hold that it is 
possible to state the objective truth about God definitively, 
exhaustively and timelessly in propositional form. 

This cannot be considered to be an adequate representation of 
this position, in either its classical or its post-critical form. It fails 
to register the historical and linguistic sophistication of cognitive 
approaches to doctrine.“ For example, Lindbeck’s suggestion that 
the ‘cognitive-propositional’ approach to doctrine treats any given 
doctrine as ‘eternally true”? fails to take account of the evident 
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ability of proponents of this approach to reformulate, amplify or 
supplement a doctrine with changing historical circumstances.” 
Lindbeck attributes an unmerited inflexibility to cognitive 
approaches to doctrine through playing down the notion of 
‘relative adequacy’ of doctrinal statements, where ‘adequacy’ can be 
assessed in terms of both the original historical context of a 
doctrinal formulation and whatever referent it is alleged to 
represent. 

Most theologians of the medieval period understood dogma as 
a dynamic concept, a ‘perception of divine truth, tending towards 
this truth’ (perceptio divinae veritatis tendens in ipsam).”' It is true 
that certain medieval writings do indeed suggest that doctrine may 
be treated as Euclidean theorems: Alan of Lille’s Regulae theologiae 
and Nicholas of Amien’s De arte catholicae fidei are excellent 
examples of this genre dating from the twelfth century,” later 
found in such writings as Morzillus’ De naturae philosophiae (1560) 
and Morinus’ Astrologia gallica (1661). Nevertheless, a considerably 
more nuanced approach to the nature of theological statements is 
much more characteristic of Christian theology in the patristic and 
medieval periods.” Theology is recognized to be concerned in the 
first place with the clarification. of the manner in which 
affirmations about God are derived, and in the second place, with 
how they relate to analogous affirmations drawn from the more 
familiar world of the senses. It is an attempt to achieve conceptual 
clarity, to avoid confusion through subjecting statements concerning 
God to close scrutiny. What does the word ‘God’ stand for? How 
does the question, ‘Does God exist?’, relate to the apparently 
analogous question, ‘Does Socrates exist?’? What reasons might be 
adduced for suggesting that ‘God is righteous’? And how does this 
statement relate to the apparently analogous statement ‘Socrates 1s 
righteous’? Thus Alan of Lille (to note one of the more 
propositionalist of medieval theologians) is concerned with 
identifying the ways in which we might be misled by theological 
affirmations - for example, by treating them as descriptions of 
physical objects, or assuming that terms and conceptualities relating 
to God possess the same meanings as in everyday discourse.” 
Underlying such attempts to achieve clarity of concepts and modes 
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of discourse is the recognition that doctrinal affirmations are to be 
recognized as perceptions, not total descriptions, pointing beyond 
themselves towards the greater mystery of God himself. 

For such theologians, doctrines are reliable, yet incomplete, 
descriptions of reality. Their power lies in what they represent, 
rather than what they are in themselves. The point at which 
interrogation is appropriate concerns whether such doctrines are 
adequate (to the strictly limited degree that this is possible) 
representations of the independent reality to which they allegedly 
relate. Given that they cannot hope to represent it in its totality, 
and given the inevitable limitations attending any attempt to 
express in words something which ultimately lies beyond them, is 
the particular form of words employed the most reliable 
conceivable? The Nicene controversy is an obvious example of a 
struggle to articulate insights in this manner. If an experience is to 
be articulated in words, in order to communicate or to attempt a 
communal envisioning of this experience, some form of a 
‘cognitive-propositionalist’ dimension is inevitable. Yet this is not 
to reduce the experience to words, but simply to attempt to convey 
it through words.» 

This point concerning the verbalizing of experience is valid, 
irrespective of whether the words used are thought to convey an 
ontological truth or not. For example, consider Longfellow’s lines 
from the Saga of King Olaf: 


I heard a voice that cried, 
Balder the beautiful 
Is dead, is dead. 


These words would not be thought of as ontologically true. To use 
Lindbeck’s terms, they are intrasystemically true, in that they are 
consistent within the context of the Nordic Valhalla myth.* This 
statement implies nothing concerning ontological truth or falsity, 
unless the myth is read as history. Yet C. S. Lewis wrote thus of 
his reaction to reading Longfellow’s lines: ‘I knew nothing about 
Balder; but instantly I was uplifted into huge regions of northern 
sky, I desired with almost sickening intensity something never to 
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be described (except that it is cold, spacious, severe, pale and 
remote) and then . . . found myself at the very same moment 
already falling out of that desire and wishing I were back in it.” 

It would be absurd to suggest that words can adequately capture 
experience; Ludwig Wittgenstein, who lamented the inability of 
words to describe or convey the aroma of coffee, has ensured that 
we are fully aware of this point. Yet is this such a significant 
matter? Words may not be able to provide a totally comprehensive 
description of the aroma of coffee; nevertheless, words are good 
enough to let me know where to find coffee, how to ensure that 
what I have found is indeed coffee, and then to experience its 
aroma. Cognitive theories of doctrine recognize that words are on 
the borderlands of experience, intimating and signposting the reality 
which they cannot capture. To apply pejorative epithets such as 
‘intellectualist? or ‘literalist? to the cognitive-propositionalist 
approach to doctrine is to fail to appreciate the power of words to 
evoke experience, to point beyond themselves to something 
inexpressible, to an experience which their author wishes to share 
with his or her readers. It is also, of course, to fail to do justice to 
the many levels at which cognitive or propositional statements 
operate. 

Theological statements simply do not operate at the same level 
as mathematical equations. The charge of ‘literalism’ is vulnerable 
to the extent that it risks overlooking the richness of non-literal 
language, such as metaphor, as a means of articulation, and the 
importance of analogy or ‘models’ as a heuristic stimulus to 
theological reflection. It is simply a theological truism that no 
human language can be applied to God univocally; indeed, it is 
from the recognition, rather than the denial, of this point that 
cognitive approaches to doctrine begin. On occasion, Lindbeck’s 
unsympathetic and somewhat dismissive approach to cognitive 
theories of doctrine suggests he understands their proponents to 
adopt a crudely realist approach to theological statements, such as 
that criticized by the English writer John Robinson in Honest to 
God (1963) - for example, the idea that God really is an elderly 
man located at an unspecified point in the stratosphere. 

The vague charge of ‘literalism’ levelled against ‘cognitive’ 
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theories of doctrine appears to lack the discriminatory apparatus 
necessary to distinguish, for example, the radically different 
interpretations of the statement “This is my body’ (Mt. 26:26) found 
with Luther (it ts literally true), Zwingli (it is a form of metaphor) 
and Calvin (it is metonymical). Cognitive theories presuppose use 
of the non-literal ‘four master tropes’ of thought and discourse 
(metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche and irony) in the process of 
conceptual thinking, rather than reducing them to a crudely literal 
conception of representation, as Lindbeck seems to suggest.”* Calvin 
and Zwingli are two sixteenth-century figures who make extensive 
use of rhetorical analysis and non-literal modes of discourse, both 
in their analysis of texts (such as Scripture) and in their positive 
theological affirmations.’ Such rhetorical analyses of experience 
offer a means by which a cognitive account may be given of 
experience without in any sense reducing experience to 
propositional form or degenerating into ‘literalism’ in the vague but 
ultimately pejorative sense of the term employed by Lindbeck. The 
impatience of many modern theological writers with ‘cognitive’ 
theories of doctrine seems at times to represent little more than 
impatience with the vexatious nature of human language, and a 
reluctance to engage with its ambivalence and polysemy. 

It is also important to stress that the science of cognitive 
psychology has important insights to contribute to this model of 
doctrine, in that it is able to address the mental processes by which 
experience is interpreted and expressed in words. For example, 
there appear to be significant parallels between the cognitive 
processes implicated 1 in aesthetic and in religious reflection, so that 
aesthetic cognition may be regarded as a relatively good analogue 
of religious cognition. The attempt to symbolize personal 
experience (which also underlies important affinities between 
doctrinal formulations and psychotherapeutic insights) suggests that 
both the difficulties and positive insights of defensible ‘cognitive’ 
approaches to Christian doctrine are paralleled at other points of 
major importance in the intellectual spectrum relating to human 
attempts to express experience in words. Although the study of 
these parallels is only now beginning, it is to be expected that 
cognitive models of doctrine may be better understood and 
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appreciated in their light. Inevitably, this has implications for 
Lindbeck’s criticism of ‘cognitive’ theories of doctrine. 

I concede that Lindbeck’s criticism has considerable force when 
directed against neo-scholastic understandings of revelation, such as 
the approach associated with Hermann Dieckmann, to the effect 
that supernatural revelation merely transmits conceptual knowledge 
by means of propositions. This is clearly open to serious criticism 
along the lines suggested by Lindbeck. In this respect, Lindbeck has 
provided a valuable corrective to deficient cognitive models of 
doctrine. Nevertheless, not all cognitive theories of doctrine are 
vulnerable in this respect. It is necessary to make a clear distinction 
between the view that an exhaustive and unambiguous account of 
God is transmitted conceptually by propositions on the one hand, 
and the view that there is a genuinely cognitive dimension, 
component or element to doctrinal statements on the other. 
Doctrinal statements need not be and should not be treated as 
purely cognitive statements. 

The fundamental insight here is that human words cannot 
adequately define experience, but may nevertheless point towards 
it, as signposts. Although emphasis upon the experiential aspects of 
doctrine is especially associated with the later Renaissance and the 
rise of experientially orientated theologies in the Romantic period, 
hints of such insights are evident in the writings of Augustine of 
Hippo and his medieval interpreters. Christian doctrine attempts to 
give shape to the Christian life by laying the foundations for the 
generation and subsequent interpretation of Christian experience. 

Underlying the profundity of human experience and encounter 
lies an unresolved tension — the tension between the wish to express 
an experience in words, and the inability of words to capture that 
experience in its fullness. Everything in human experience which is 
precious and significant is threatened with extinction, in that it is 
in some sense beyond words, and yet requires to be stated in words 
for it to become human knowledge. It is threatened with the 
spectre of solipsism, in that unless an experience can be 
communicated to another, it remains trapped within the private 
experiential world of an individual. Words can point to an 
experience, they can begin to sketch its outlines - but the total 
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description of that experience remains beyond words. Words point 
beyond themselves, to something greater which eludes their grasp. 
Human words, and the categories which they express, are stretched 
to their limits as they attempt to encapsulate, to communicate, 
something which tantalizingly refuses to be reduced to words. It is 
the sheer elusiveness of human experience, its obstinate refusal to 
be imprisoned within a verbal matrix, which points to the need for 
poetry, symbolism and doctrine alike. An impatience with precisely 
this elusiveness appears to underlie the rejection of any cognitive 
component to doctrinal statements. 

The intimation of something further, beyond and signposted by 
experience, is characteristic of human experience. We live on the 
borderlands of something more - something intimated, something 
ultimately lying beyond the horizons of our comprehension, yet on 
occasion intruding into our consciousness. Experience and language 
point beyond themselves, testifying that something lies beyond 
their borderlands, yet into which we tantalizingly cannot enter. 
Everyday language founders as it attempts to grasp beyond the 
threshold of the empirical and observable, to capture what it knows 
lies beyond. As Wordsworth suggests, human beings are ‘borderers’, 
firmly based in the real world of human experience, yet reaching 
out in aspiration beyond its limits.” 

This sense of reaching after something unattainable, intimated 
yet not delivered by experience, has strongly religious overtones 
and important religious consequences. It is, however, not in any 
way confined to what we might reasonably designate ‘religious’ 
experience or ‘religious’ situations. The observation is often made 
that humans entertain lofty ideals, which they repeatedly - and 
often tragically - fail to meet. There is a tension at the moral level 
between the faulty and finite creatures which we are, and the high 
destiny to which we feel ourselves called. 

A similar tension, captured by C. S. Lewis, exists at the 
aesthetic level, in the quest for beauty. The same sense of 
bittersweet longing, of Sehnsucht, of the inability both of 
experience to deliver what it promises, and of human words to 
capture that experience and the aspirations it engenders, permeates 
the writings of Evelyn Waugh, perhaps most powerfully in the 
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exquisite poignancy of Brideshead Revisited, as memories of the past 
invade, illuminate and transform the present. 


Perhaps all our loves are merely hints and symbols; vagabond- 
language scrawled on gate-posts and paving stones along the 
weary road that others have tramped before us; perhaps you 
and I are types and this sadness which sometimes falls between 
us springs from disappointment in our search, each straining 
through and beyond the other, snatching a glimpse now and 
then of the shadow which turns the corner always a pace or 
two ahead of us.” 


The language of Christian theology functions under constraints 
similar to those affecting poetry: it is obliged to express in words 
things which by their very nature defy reduction to these words; 
nevertheless, there is a fundamental resonance between words and 
experience. Keats’s experience on reading Chapman’s Homer; 
Wordsworth’s experience on seeing a vast expanse of Cumbrian 
daffodils; both demanded expression and communication through 
words, a medium perhaps fundamentally unsuited for their purpose, 
but which remained the only vehicle at their disposal. 
Schleiermacher suggests that the function of Christian doctrine is 
to effect a decisive transition within the language of the Christian 
community from the poetic and rhetorical to the ‘descriptive- 
didactic’:® poetic and doctrinal language are thus distinct, but 
related, levels of discourse available to the community of faith. 
Precisely because the primary language of the Christian community 
is poetic and rhetorical, doctrine is essential for the sake of 
responsible preaching to the community in its primary language. 

This insight can be developed, to take account of the apologetic 
and evangelistic aspects of doctrine. Preaching may be directed 
towards those outside the community of faith, not merely those 
within, with a view towards evoking understanding and a response 
on their part (see pp. 47-50). 

To caricature Christian doctrine, then, as mere word-play or as 
an attempt to reduce the mystery of God to propositions is to fail 
to appreciate the manner in which words serve us. In order for my 


144 


evangelicalism and postliberalism 


experience to be expressed, communicated to or aroused in another, 
it demands statement in cognitive forms. That these cognitive forms 
fail to capture such an experience in its totality is self-evident, and 
hardly a matter for rhetorical exaggeration: it is one of the 
inevitable consequences of living in history and being obliged to 
communicate in historical forms. Schleiermacher recognized that 
doctrine expressed an experience constituted by the language of the 
Christian community, thus pointing to the delicate interplay of 
cognitive and experiential elements in doctrinal formulations. 
‘Experience’ and ‘meaning’ are thus two sides of the same coin, 
forbidding us to reduce Christianity to bare propositions on the 
one hand, or to inchoate experience on the other. Every experience 
includes, and is modified by, interpretative elements.” As modern 
theories of scientific observation have made clear, experience is not 
pre-theoretical data, but is actually theory-laden, accompanied by 
interpretative elements. The brute empiricism which treats 
experience purely as raw data which require interpretation is 
inadequate: experience is actually ‘given’ within an interpretative 
framework, however provisional. Theory plays a much more 
determinative role in our approach to experience than pure 
empiricism suggests: theory itself determines, at least to some 
extent, the experience which that theory is supposed to explain or 
interpret. As Husserl’s phenomenology stresses, prior knowledge 
and beliefs play a constitutive role in determining what we observe 
and experience. It is for this reason that Lindbeck’s treatment of 
‘cognitive’ and ‘experiential models of doctrine as antithetical is so 
profoundly unsatisfactory. The cognitive dimension of Christian 
doctrine is the framework upon which Christian experience is 
supported, the channel through which it is conveyed. It is a 
skeleton which gives strength and shape to the flesh of experience. 
Doctrine also provides a conceptual apparatus by which 
experience may be interpreted and criticized. The preliminary 
judgments of experience are interpreted within a conceptual 
framework, ultimately based upon the scriptural narrative and its 
doctrinal intimations, expressed by doctrine, in order that it may 
be viewed in a new light. This point has been stressed by Gerhard 
Ebeling, who notes the need to be able to approach experience itself 
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in such a way that it may be experienced in a new manner.” By 
being viewed in a particular light, experience is correlated with the 
scriptural narrative and the conceptual framework it engenders, and 
allowed to assume a new significance. Doctrine thus opens the way 
to a new ‘experience with experience’.”” 

We have already noted (pp. 71-88) how experience itself is an 
inadequate foundation for theological affirmation; nevertheless, on 
being interpreted, experience affords central insights into the 
existential dimension of the Christian faith. The new relevance of 
the ‘theology of the cross’, as expounded by Jiirgen Moltmann and 
Eberhard Jiingel, points to the need for theology to interpret 
experience, without being reduced to its categories or bound by its 
preliminary intimations. Cognitive approaches to theology, such as 
those affirmed by evangelicalism, retain this vital function of 
doctrine, seeing it as a net cast over experience, in order that it may 
be more adequately grasped and understood. 


Lindbeck’s cultural-linguistic approach 


As noted earlier, Lindbeck draws on the writings of the cultural 
anthropologist Clifford Geertz’! and Ludwig Wittgenstein” in 
setting up his distinctive approach to the nature of theology. 
Lindbeck suggests - and the parallel with Wittgenstein here will be 
clear - that religions may be compared to languages, with religious 
doctrines functioning as grammatical rules. Religions are cultural 
frameworks or mediums which engender a vocabulary and precede 
inner experience. 


A religion can be viewed as a kind of cultural and/or linguistic 
framework or medium that shapes the entirety of life and 
thought . .. It is not primarily an array of beliefs about the 
true and the good (although it may involve these), or a 
symbolism expressive of basic attitudes, feelings or sentiments 
(though these will be generated). Rather, it is similar to an 
idiom that makes possible the description of realities, the 
formulation of beliefs, and the experiencing of inner attitudes, 
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feelings and sentiments. Like a culture or language, it is a 
communal phenomenon that shapes the subjectivities of 
individuals rather than being primarily a manifestation of those 
subyectivities. It comprises a vocabulary of discursive and 
nondiscursive symbols together with a distinctive logic or 
grammar in terms of which this vocabulary can be 


meaningfully deployed.” 


Just as a language is correlated with a form of life (as Wittgenstein 
pointed out in relation to ‘language games’), so a religious tradition 
is correlated with the form of life it engenders and reflects. 

A fundamental element in this understanding of doctrine, and 
its attending theory of truth, is the concept of intrasystemic 
consistency. In part, this understanding concerns rational coherence 
of systems: doctrines regulate religions, in much the same way that 
grammar regulates language. The ideational content of a doctrinal 
statement is effectively set to one side, in order that its formal 
function may be emphasized. Lindbeck illustrates this point with 
reference to Shakespeare’s Hamlet: the statement ‘Denmark is the 
land where Hamlet lived’ makes no claim to ontological truth or 
falsity, but is simply a statement concerning the internal ordering 
of the elements of Shakespeare’s narrative.”* Narrative in itself is 
neither fact nor fiction: it is a vehicle for either or both. Fact-like 
narratives are not necessarily factual.” Only if the narrative is taken 
as history are any claims being made concerning the ontological 
truth or falsity of this statement. Thus the Bible may, Lindbeck 
suggests, be read as a ‘vast, loosely-structured non-fictional novel’, 
the canonical narrative of which offers an identity description of 
God. Developing this point, Lindbeck suggests - citing the parable 
of the prodigal son as an example - that the ‘rendering of God’s 
character’ is not necessarily dependent upon the facticity of the 
scriptural story. 


Meaning is constituted by the uses of a specific language, rather 
than being distinguishable from it. Thus the proper way to 
determine what ‘God’ signifies, for example, is by examining 
how the word operates within a religion and thereby shapes 
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reality and experience rather than by first establishing its 
propositional or experiential meaning and reinterpreting or 
reformulating its uses accordingly. It is in this sense that 
theological description in the cultural-linguistic sense is 
intrasemiotic or intratextual.”® 


The chief difficulty raised by this approach concerns the origin of 
the cultural- linguistic tradition regulated by doctrines. Lindbeck 
seems to assume it is simply ‘ given’. It is an axiomatic point of 
departure. The ‘language’ is just there. Lindbeck notes that 
languages originate from outside, thus raising the obvious question 
concerning the origins of the Christian tradition of speaking about 
God, or articulating human aspirations, in its particular manner, or 
range of manners. How does the Christian idiom come into being? 
Throughout his analysis, there seems to be a studied evasion of the 
central question of revelation - in other words, whether the 
Christian idiom, articulated in Scripture and hence in the Christian 
tradition, originates from accumulated human insight, or from the 
self-disclosure of God in the Christ-event. 

Yet Lindbeck’s insistence upon the primacy of ‘the objectivities 
of religion, its language, doctrine, liturgies and modes of action’ 
raises the unanswered question of how these primary data may be 
accounted for. Where do Christian doctrines come from? How can 
they be evaluated? To what is the Christian language a response? 
What extra-linguistic reality is it attempting to describe or depict? 
Evangelicals find themselves in the position of being able to agree 
in broad terms with Lindbeck as far as he goes, yet wish that he 
went much further. For this reason, the most fundamental 
evangelical critique of postliberalism concerns the inadequacy of its 
commitment to extralinguistic and extrasystemic realities. We shall 
explore this point in what follows. 


An evangelical critique of postliberalism 


On the basis of our analysis so far, we can begin to mount an 
evangelical critique of postliberalism. Any such critique must be 
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prefaced by a commendation of its virtues, including the following. 

1. Its emphasis on the distinctiveness of Christianity, and its 
studied and principled refusal to follow liberalism’s headlong rush 
into the identification of the truth of the gospel with late-twentieth- 
century liberal American cultural norms. 

2. Its insistence upon Scripture as the supreme source of 
Christian ideas and values. 

3. Its reassertion of the centrality of the figure of Jesus Christ 
within the life and thought of the Christian church. 

Indeed, evangelicalism can learn from postliberalism, not least 
in respect of the latter’s strong sense of community, which shows 
up evangelicalism’s tendency towards social atomism. Yet having 
said this, three fundamental criticisms must be made, which I shall 
formulate as questions addressed to three leading postliberal 
thinkers: Lindbeck, Hauerwas and Frei. 


|. What is truth? 


To what do theological statements refer? In his Grammar of Faith, 
Paul Holmer sets out a regulative theory of theology which has 
clearly had some influence on Lindbeck’s approach. Theology is 
essentially concerned with describing the intrabiblical rules for 
speaking about God, Christ, and so forth. These rules are not 
established by theology; they are already given in the biblical 
material itself.” In this sense, theology introduces nothing new to 
the biblical material, but simply sets out the structures which are 
already present, in much the same way as grammar sets out the rules 
governing the use of that language.” The grammar is descriptive; it 
does not establish rules, but simply reports back on the rules that are 
already operational. 

Lindbeck believes that theology is concerned with the 
articulation and exploration of the intrasystemic aspects of Christian 
faith. Lindbeck here follows the tradition associated with 
Schleiermacher in adopting an essentially descriptive conception of 
doctrine. For Schleiermacher, dogmatic theology is ‘the knowledge 
of doctrine now current in the church’.” In essence, theology is an 
enquiry concerning the adequacy of doctrines to articulate the faith 
which they express. The theologian is required to consider the 
‘ecclesiastical value’ and the ‘scientific value’ of doctrines - in other 
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words, their adequacy as expressions of religious feeling, and their 
consistency within the context of the theological vocabulary as a 
whole. Doctrine is descriptive, concerned primarily with 
intrasystemic cohesion. 

Lindbeck thus appears to suggest that the cultural-linguistic 
approach to doctrine may dispense with the question of whether the 
Christian idiom has any external referent. Language functions within 
a cultural and linguistic world; it does not necessarily, however, refer 
to anything. Doctrine is concerned with the internal regulation of 
the Christian idiom, ensuring its consistency. The question of how 
that idiom relates to the external world is considered to be improper. 
Lindbeck offers by way of illustration a comparison between an 
Aristotelian and non-Aristotelian grammarian. Both would be in 
agreement that proper sentences have certain components, such as a 
subject and an object. The Aristotelian would then argue that this 
sentence somehow ‘mirrors’ reality, whereas the non-Aristotelian 
would hold that this grammatical affirmation has no necessary 
ontological implications. In a similar way, Lindbeck argues, the 
Christian theologian may remain ‘grammatically orthodox’ without 
making any metaphysical claims, by contenting herself with 
following the rules, rather than accepting their ontological 
implications.” 

For Lindbeck, doctrine is the language of the Christian 
community, a self-perpetuating idiolect. Indeed, at points he seems 
to suggest that conceiving theology as the grammar of the Christian 
language entails the abandonment of any talk about God as an 
independent reality and any suggestion that it is possible to make 
truth claims (in an ontological, rather than intrasystemtc, sense) 
concerning him.*’ Lindbeck thus argues that theology is a ‘second- 
order’ activity which does not make truth claims, this function being 
reserved for ‘first-order’ assertions. 


Just as grammar by itself affirms nothing either true or false 
regarding the world in which language is used, but only about 
language, so theology and doctrine, to the extent that they are 
second-order activities, assert nothing either true or false about 
God and his relation to creatures, but only speak about such 
assertions.” 
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‘Truth’ is thus equated with - virtually to the point of being reduced 
to - internal consistency. Yet Lindbeck himself seems to blur the 
crucial distinction which he introduces between ‘first-order’ and 
‘second-order’ assertions. As Bruce Marshall, one of Lindbeck’s 
former students, has pointed out, there are strong parallels between 
the approaches to truth associated with Thomas Aquinas and with 
Lindbeck.’ An implicit commitment to views of truth with which 
evangelicals would find little to disagree underlies Lindbeck’s 
analysis, even through he himself may not explicitly articulate this 
himself. 

Thus, on the basis of the citation just noted, it would be 
concluded that theology regulates the way in which Christians speak 
about God, but does not comment on the truth claims of such 
statements. ‘Religion’ is thus the language; theology is just the 
regulating grammar. It makes little sense to ask whether the Greek, 
Latin or English language is true; it does make sense; however, to 
uncover the rules which govern their operation, in order that they 
may be understood. Yet it is a simple matter of fact - which 
Lindbeck seems to concede implicitly, even if he does not draw 
attention to it — that religions do make truth claims, rendering the 
direct comparison of ‘religion’ and ‘language’ deficient in at least this 
respect. If language is to be adopted as a model for religion, it must 
be recognized to have its limitations, specifically in this regard. 

This apparent evasion of truth claims can be seen in Lindbeck’s 
discussion of the homoousion. While illustrating his understanding of 
the regulative function of doctrines within theology, Lindbeck 
suggests that the Nicene creed ‘does not make first-order truth 
claims’. In other words, the homoousion makes no ontological 
reference, but merely regulates language concerning both Christ and 
God.’ This case study is important, in that it provides one of the 
few historical, worked examples of Lindbeck’s thesis, thus allowing 
both his historical and theological competence to be judged, in 
however provisional a manner. Lindbeck asserts that Athanasius 
understands the term homoousios to mean ‘whatever is said of the 
Father is said of the Son, except that the Son is not the Father’, thus 
demonstrating that Athanasius ‘thought of it, not as a first-order 
proposition with ontological reference, but as a second-order rule of 
speech’. Only in the medieval period, Lindbeck suggests, were 
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metaphysical concepts read into this essentially grammatical approach 
to the homoousion. In the patristic period, he argues, the term was 
understood as a rule of discourse, quite independent of any reference 
to extralinguistic reality. 

Yet Lindbeck appears to overlook the fact that Athanasius bases 
the regulative function of the homoousion on its substantive content. 
In other words, given the ontological relation of Father and Son, the 
grammatical regulation of language concerning them follows as a 
matter of course. For Athanasius, it would seem that ‘the 
homoousion, regulatively construed, rules out ontological innovation, 
not ontological reference’.” This 1s not, it must be stressed, to say 
that the patristic Christological debates failed to recognize the 
referential or regulative function of Christian doctrine. Nevertheless, 
it would seem that Lindbeck has perhaps attributed to the 
homoousion regulative functions which, strictly speaking, were 
associated with the communicatio idiomatum. The grammatical or 
regulative functions of the communicatio idiomatum would seem to 
be grounded upon the ontological affirmations of the bomoousion. 

With this point in mind, let us return to ‘Denmark’. But which 
Denmark? Are we talking about the ‘Denmark’ in Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet, or the modern nation state of that name? They are not 
necessarily the same. It may indeed be proper to ensure, in a 
Lindbeckian manner, that the term ‘Denmark’ is consistently 
employed within the matrix of Shakespeare’s drama Hamlet. Yet the 
question inevitably and properly arises: how does this ‘Denmark’ 
relate to the definite identifiable geographical and political reality 
called ‘Denmark’, located in the world of human experience? 

How can we ascertain whether Hamlet is fact or fiction? The 
significance of this question can hardly be denied. How does 
Shakespeare’s Denmark relate to the Denmark of the real world? 
And how, we must ask as theologians, does the ‘Jesus’ of the 
Christian idiom relate to Jesus of Nazareth? Has it any identifiable 
connection with him? Does it refer to him, or to something else? 
Can it be shown to originate from him - or is it an independent 
construction of the human mind? 

Lindbeck here appears to illustrate neatly what Rowan Williams 
identifies as one of the most serious weaknesses of modern theology 
- the perennial tendency ‘to be seduced by the prospect of bypassing 
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the question of how it learns its own language’. The possibility - 
which Lindbeck seems unwilling and unable to consider - is that the 
discourse which he identifies Christian doctrine as regulating may be 
based upon an historical misunderstanding; that it may signify 
nothing other than the accidental forms of historical ‘givenness’, 
giving it a socio-historical rootedness which vitiates its wider validity; 
that it may represent a serious misrepresentation, or even a deliberate 
falsification, of historical events; that it may represent a completely 
spurious interpretation of the significance of Jesus of Nazareth. The 
Christian idiom cannot simply be taken as ‘given’: it must be 
interrogated concerning its historical and theological credentials. 
Lindbeck’s approach to the Christian idiom appears, at least 
superficially, to be uncomfortably similar to Rudolf Bultmann’s 
approach to the kerygma: both are assumed just to be there, given, 
lying beyond challenge or justification. The interrogation to which 
the ‘new quest of the historical Jesus’ subjected Bultmann’s 
kerygmatic Christology must be extended to  Lindbeck’s 
understanding of the nature of doctrine. Doctrine, like the kerygma, 
is not something that is just there, demanding that we take it or 
leave it: it is something which purports to represent adequately and 
accurately the significance of an historical event, and is open to 
challenge concerning its adequacy as an interpretation of that event.” 
The Reformation and the Enlightenment are obvious historical 
instances of received doctrines being challenged concerning their 
historical credentials. Lindbeck, by accident or design, is perhaps 
somewhat equivocal over whether his cultural-linguistic approach to 
doctrine involves the affirmation or setting aside of epistemological 
realism and a correspondence theory of truth; nevertheless, the 
overall impression gained is that he considers that consistency 1s 
more important than correspondence, raising precisely the questions 
I have just noted.” It is at this point that evangelicalism directs one 
of its most serious criticisms against postliberalism. For evangelicals, 
postliberalism reduces the concept of ‘truth’ to ‘internal consistency’. 
There can be no doubt that intrasystemic consistency is a quality 
which is to be admired. However, it is perfectly possible to have an 
entirely coherent system which has no meaningful relation to the 
real world. Christianity is not simply about interpreting the narrated 
identity of Jesus, or giving a coherent account of the grammar of 
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faith. It is about recognizing the truth of Jesus Christ as Saviour and. 
Lord. It is about the recognition of the truth of the gospel, and 
thereby the recognition of the need for Christian theology to give as 
reliable an account as possible of his identity and significance. 

For evangelicalism, theology is grounded upon, and evaluated on 
the basis of, the self-revelation of God. This is the ultimate 
foundation and criterion of Christian theology. The sixteenth- 
century Reformation frequently figures prominently in evangelical 
self-reflection on account of the principle of constantly examining 
the life and thought of the church in the light of Scripture, and 
undertaking a process of correction as and where appropriate.’ The 
Christian language, which is prone to historical development, needs 
to be periodically corrected in the light of an external criterion. For 
Luther and Calvin, this criterion was provided by Scripture, read and 
interpreted within the living community of the Christian church. 

While acknowledging postliberalism’s hesitations over potentially 
naive approaches to the issue of truth, evangelicalism nevertheless 
insists that theology must be concerned with the question of telling 
the truth about God. That truth may take the form of a narrative 
(‘telling the truth’) or a doctrinal framework (in which a narrative 
has been transposed into conceptual forms), or a simple affirmation 
of the truthfulness and trustworthiness of God. However the concept 
of truth may be stated, it is firmly understood to be located outside 
the language of Christianity, as well as within it. Christianity aims 
to provide a systematic, regulated and coherent account of who God 
is and what God is like - that is to say, that there is an extrasystemic 
referent which functions as both foundation and criterion of the 
Christian language game.” Or, to put it another way, evangelicalism 
is insistent that Christian ‘truth’ must designate both a reality 
outside the language game, and the adequacy of that language game 
to represent it. That is to say, Christian theology must accurately 
and consistently render the truth of the identity and purposes of 
God. 

For evangelicalism, this theological enterprise is to be undertaken 
on the basis of Scripture. Postliberalism echoes this emphasis, and 
thus provides us with our cue to move on to explore a second area 
of the complex interaction between evangelicalism and 
postliberalism. 
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2. Why the Bible? 


In his highly stimulating work Community of Character, Stanley 
Hauerwas stresses the importance of Scripture in shaping the beliefs 
and values of the Christian community. The Bible makes normative 
claims on the Christian community, which that community has 
been happy to accept and reaffirm down the ages.” The Christian 
church has affirmed and submitted itself to Scripture down the ages; 
consequently, the proper sphere of interpretation of Scripture must 
be the Christian community itself.** The church may therefore 
expect to find its ideas and values existing in tension with those of 
secular society, which does not orientate itself around the scriptural 
narrative, but recognizes other narratives as authoritative. 

Hauerwas presents an important and persuasive account of the 
manner in which Scripture is used within the church, which is 
particularly welcome on account of the close connection he 
establishes between the Bible and the church. Yet the critical reader 
is left with a question: why does the Bible possess such authority? 
Why is it the narrative of Jesus Christ which exercises this 
controlling authority? Is the authority of Scripture something 
which has been imposed upon the text by a community which is 
willing to submit itself to this authority — but, in principle, would 
have been prepared to acknowledge additional or alternative 
authorities? Or is there something inherent to the text itself which 
establishes such authority, prior to the recognition of this by the 
community? To ask such questions is to raise the issue of the role 
of revelation within postliberal theories of theology.” 

The specific criticism which evangelicalism directs against 
postliberalism at this point is the following: the prioritization of 
Scripture is not adequately grounded at the theological level. In 
effect, the priority of Scripture is defended on grounds which 
appear to be cultural, historical or contractual. The role of the 
Qur’an within Islam could be justified on similar grounds. The 
normative role of Scripture within the Christian community is 
unquestionably Christian (just as the normative role of the Qur’an 
within Islam is Islamic); but is it right? For the evangelical, truth 
claims cannot be evaded at this juncture. Scripture has authority, 
not because of what the Christian community has chosen to make 
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of it, but because of what it zs, and what it conveys. 

This point can also be seen clearly in Carl Henry’s important 
critique of David Kelsey’s Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology 
(1975). Henry notes Kelsey’s positive attitude towards Scripture, 
yet confesses himself puzzled by Kelsey’s curt dismissal of any 
attempt to speak of the ‘authority of Scripture’, save in purely 
functionalist and intrasystemic terms. As Henry points out, the 
notion of theology as a human response to an objective external 
norm is precluded by Kelsey’s approach, which ultimately leaves 
the whole idea of ‘doing theology’ caught up in a matrix of an 
irresolvable epistemological relativism. 

Evangelicals have long insisted that the prioritization of 
Scripture rests in its inspiration, regardless of whether a given 
community or individual acknowledges it as such.” It is not my 
intention to defend this general evangelical consensus, or to 
articulate any of its specific formulations. My concern here is to 
note a clear tension between this evangelical consensus and the 
general thrust of the postliberal position, which reflects a deeper 
and more fundamental tension over the entire doctrine of 
revelation. 

Furthermore, at least in the writings of Holmer and Lindbeck, 
the postliberal emphasis on Scripture runs the risk of suggesting 
that Christianity focuses on a text, rather than a person. The 
maxim of Roland Barthes comes to mind: il-n’y-a pas de hors-text 
(there is nothing outside the text). For evangelicals, there is 
something real which lies beyond the text of Scripture, which is 
nonetheless rendered and mediated by that text” - that is, the 
Christian experience of being redeemed in Christ. The emphasis on 
intratextuality tends to obscure the fact that the person of Jesus 
Christ stands at the centre of the Christian faith - and did so before 
the texts of the New Testament were ever written down. The 
historical and theological priority of the person of Jesus Christ over 
his textual embodiment and interpretation must be acknowledged. 
Yet postliberalism, at least in the forms associated with Holmer and 
Lindbeck, risks obscuring this point; its emphasis on Christianity 
as a language with associated grammatical rules threatens to sever 
its vital connection with the person of Christ. 
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Yet ‘threatens’ implies a possibility, rather than an actuality. 
Perhaps postliberalism is wiser in its intuitions than in its ostensive 
statements. Certainly the writings of Hans Frei demonstrate a 
genuine commitment to a focus on the person of Jesus Christ. 
However, as will become clear in what follows, evangelicals will 
want to express reservations about the particular mode of this 
approach. 


3. Why Jesus Christ? 


A further question focuses on the role played by Jesus Christ 
within a postliberal theological scheme. It is clear that, for both 
Hauerwas and Frei, the narrative of Jesus Christ is of central 
importance to the legitimation of Scripture as a norm for Christian 
life and thought. However, the question of why this narrative 
possesses such an authority cannot be ignored. Frei and Hauerwas, 
like Lindbeck, perhaps allow us to gain the impression that this is 
just the way things are. The narrative is ‘given’ and prior to the 
community, with the result that the historical identity of the 
community is linked with its founder. In what follows, I shall 
concentrate on the writings of Hans Frei, and attempt to explore 
the particular role which Jesus Christ plays in his hermeneutical 
scheme. (I use the term ‘attempt’ deliberately, in that I must confess 
myself to have been verbally defeated by Frei’s prose, which is the 
most opaque I have ever been obliged to wrestle with.) 

Frei’s position on the relation of ‘meaning’ and ‘truth’ in the 
gospel narratives is notoriously difficult to untangle.” In a highly 
sympathetic analysis, George Hunsinger argues that Frei has 
succeeded in showing that believers’ ‘knowledge of Christ as 
present to faith is grounded in their prior knowledge of his identity 
as depicted in the gospel narratives’. A more critical interpreter 
of Frei would argue that he goes some way towards demonstrating 
the internal consistency of the gospel narrative of Jesus Christ, and 
the connection between this narrative and the community of faith 
— but that the grounding of this narrative is neither adequately 
addressed nor explicated. For example, Frei treats the resurrection 
of Christ as an intrasystemic affirmation of the identity of the self- 
manifestation of Jesus with the self-manifestation of God, and 
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explicitly excludes reference to an extrasystemic occurrence.” 
Without in any way wishing to minimize the importance of Frei’s 
analysis, it would seem to me that Wolfhart Pannenberg’s essay on 
Christological method shows the kind of possibilities which exist 
for the exploration of the relation of the narrative of Jesus Christ 
with history.'” 

The problem is that Frei’s approach seems to rest on the 
prioritization of the narrative of Jesus on grounds similar to those 
set out by Albrecht Ritschl in 1874. For Ritschl, the priority of 
Jesus within the community of faith is to be grounded primarily at 
the historical level; Jesus is prior to the community, which bases its 
ideas and values upon him. Although Ritschl is innocent of Frei’s 
interest in the specific narrative form and literary character of the 
synoptic gospels, the same themes emerge as significant. The 
Christian ethos is to be understood as the spatio-temporal extension 
of the ideas and principles represented in the person of Jesus within 
the community of faith - in other words, the ‘tradition of Christ 
propagated in the church’ (die in der Kirche fortgepflanzten 
Uberlieferung von Christus). This ‘tradition’ is essentially empirical 
and historical, referring to a general ethical and religious principle 
or idea first embodied in the historical Jesus. This idea was then 
taken up and propagated by the community of faith, and made 
available to this day. ‘Christ comes to act upon the individual 
believer on the one hand through the historical recollection of him 
which is possible in the church.’™ 

As a consequence, Christ occupies a unique position towards all 
those within the community of faith, expressed in a religious 
judgment concerning his status. Those who ‘believe in Christ’ (in 
Ritschl’s sense of the phrase) participate in the kingdom of God, 
and are therefore reconciled to God, participating in the same 
qualitative relationship to God as the founder of their religion. 
Although Ritschl is severely critical of the Christologies of the 
Enlightenment, it is very difficult to avoid the conclusion that he 
regards Christ as an archetypally significant and unsurpassable 
individual, whose significance is primarily to be articulated in terms 
of his being the founder of the Christian community, thus 
possessing temporal priority over those who followed after. Ritschl 
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argues that, although it is conceivable that another individual could 
arise, equal in his religious and ethical status to Christ, ‘he would 
stand in historical dependence upon Christ, and would therefore be 
distinguishable from him’.'* The concession is significant, in that 
it indicates that Christ’s uniqueness is understood historically rather 
than ontologically, a first among equals whose primacy arises 
through the historical accident of his being the unique founder of 
the Christian church. 

This approach to the significance of Jesus Christ was severely 
criticized by Emil Brunner.’® The unique position of Jesus Christ 
within the community of faith, he argued, was thereby understood 
to rest upon little more than historical precedence. And this is the 
concern that even the most sympathetic of evangelical critics would 
wish to express concerning Hans Frei’s approach. Frei allows us to 
explicate the significance of the narrative of Christ as ‘reflection 
within faith’ for the Christian community; it does not, however, 
allow us to understand the basis of this claim to significance, either 
in its original historical context, or in the present situation. While 
the approach does indeed allow us to identify a Christian approach 
to the identity and significance of Jesus Christ, it leaves us with the 
acutely difficult question of whether this approach is itself justified. 

Thus Frei declares that ‘the New Testament story deals simply 
and exclusively with the story of Jesus of Nazareth, whether it is 
fictional or real.” While immediately conceding the positive 
dimensions of this point, not least its focus on Jesus, the central 
difficulty becomes clear at once. Js the ‘story’ fictional or real? How 
could one tell that it is not simply ‘a piece of hyperfiction claiming 
to be self-warranting fact’?! While this question may be dismissed 
as naive by some theologians, it remains of foundational 
importance. The central anxiety which eventually led to the 
crumbling of the Bultmannian approach to Christology focused on 
the minimalist Christological foundation of the kérygma - ‘das 
Dass’. But what if the kérygma got Jesus wrong? The Christological 
implications of this were momentous, and demanded exploration, 
as the development of the ‘new quest’ got under way. As the 
writings of Ernst Kasemann, Joachim Jeremias and Günther 
Bornkamm demonstrate,’ the relation between faith and history, 


159 


a passion for truth 


dismissed by Bultmann as an irrelevance, became a central issue of 
New Testament scholarship and Christological reflection.'® Yet 
Frei seems to take us back down a discredited Bultmannian route, 
without any due regard for its perceived weaknesses and subsequent 
developments. 

In view of the importance of this point, we may explore the 
differences between Bultmann and Gerhard Ebeling on this point." 
The differences between Bultmann and Ebeling relate directly to 
their assessment of the theological significance of the historical 
figure of Jesus of Nazareth. For Bultmann, all that could be, and 
could be required to be, known about the historical Jesus was the 
fact that (das Dass) he existed. For Ebeling, the person of the 
historical Jesus is the fundamental basis (das Grunddatum) of 
Christology, and if it could be shown that Christology was a 
misinterpretation of the significance of the historical Jesus, Christo- 
logy would be brought to an end. In this, Ebeling may be seen as 
expressing the concerns which underlie the ‘new quest of the 
historical Jesus’. Ebeling here points to a fundamental deficiency in 
Bultmann’s Christology: its total lack of openness to investigation 
(perhaps ‘verification’ is too strong a term) in the light of historical 
scholarship. Might not Christology rest upon a mistake? How can 
we know that there is a justifiable transition from the preaching of 
Jesus to the preaching about Jesus? Ebeling develops criticisms 
which parallel those made elsewhere by Ernst Kasemann,'” but 
with a theological, rather than a purely historical, focus. Most 
importantly for our purposes, Ebeling stresses that even Bultmann’s 
minimal das Dass actually requires justification in terms of das Was 
or das Wie - that is, in terms of the implicit content of the 
kérygma. This same issue seems to emerge as significant in relation 
to Frets attitude to history. 

Evangelicalism has difficulty with any approach, whether 
originating from Bultmann or from Frei, which apparently sits so 
lightly to history. It is no accident that evangelicalism places a high 
emphasis on the importance of New Testament scholarship. It is 
not merely the internal logic of the New Testament which is 
regarded as important; it is the demonstration that this logic can be 
shown to have arisen in response to genuine pressures as a 
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consequence of what is known about the history of Jesus of 
Nazareth. This does not in any sense make Christology dependent 
upon an ‘unknown’ historical figure. Rather, it attempts to uncover 
and explore the correlation between history and theology in the 
New Testament.'” 


Conclusion 


So what is the future relation between evangelicalism and 
postliberalism? It is clear that the dialogue is still at an early stage. 
In particular, it should be noted that postliberalism is still perhaps 
best seen at present as a research programme, rather than a definite 
set of doctrines.''* However, as Jeffrey Stout once remarked, a 
preoccupation with method alone is like clearing your throat before 
a public lecture: you can only do it for a while before your 
audience loses interest. And sooner or later, postliberalism will have 
to address a series of doctrinal issues of major importance to 
evangelicalism. It will be at this juncture that the future relation of 
the two movements will become clearer. Nevertheless, the identity 
of at least some of the questions which evangelicalism will wish to 
address to postliberalism is clear; several of them have already been 
dealt with in the present chapter. The dialogue is clearly going to 
be both critical and positive, and may well be of considerable 
importance to both the academy and the church. 

Our attention now shifts to the enormously complex and 
convoluted agenda thrown up for evangelicalism by the rise and fall 
of ‘modernity’. 
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Evangelicalism and 
postmodernism 


The term ‘postmodernism’ came into its own in the mid-1970s. 
Although it had been used before then, it gained increasing 
acceptance and credibility from that point onwards, and especially 
with the publication of Jean-François Lyotard’s La condition 
postmoderne in French in 1979, and in English five years later. The 
term has now gained wide acceptance, even if there is continuing 
debate over precisely what it means, and whether it can be said to 
offer an accurate assessment of the contemporary cultural mood. In 
the present chapter, our concern is to explore the contours of this 
movement, and assess the implications for evangelicalism in such a 
context. We begin by exploring the Enlightenment, to which 
postmodernism may be regarded as a reaction. 


Defining the Enlightenment 


At some point around 1750, a major shift began to take place in 
western Europe and North America. The period in question is 
known as the ‘Enlightenment’, which was destined to have a major 
impact upon Christianity in those regions.' The primary feature of 
the movement may be seen as its assertion of the omnicompetence 
of human reason. Reason, it was argued, was capable of telling us 
everything we needed to know about God and morality. The idea 
of some kind of supernatural revelation was dismissed as an 
irrelevance, Jesus Christ was just one of many religious teachers, 
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who told us things that anyone with a degree of common sense 
could have told us anyway. Reason reigned supreme. 

The regions of the world in which the Enlightenment gained its 
greatest influence (western Europe and north America) were those 
in which Christianity was the dominant religion. As a result, it is 
Christianity, of all the world’s religions, which was subjected to the 
most devastating and penetrating criticisms at the hands of this 
aggressive rationalism. The criticisms directed against Christianity 
could equally have been directed against, for example, Judaism or 
Islam; with rare exceptions, they were not. The result of this 
frontal assault was to create something approaching a siege 
mentality within sections of Christianity. 

Some welcomed this development, regarding it as a permanent 
change in human culture. The contributors to an influential work 
of English liberal theology, The Myth of God Incarnate (1977), seem 
to have regarded the Enlightenment as something that was given 
and fixed for all time. It was here to stay, and theology was obliged 
to submit to its hegemony. Thus one contributor, Leslie Houlden, 
argued that we have no option but to accept the rationalist outlook 
of the Enlightenment, and restructure our Christian thinking 
accordingly. ‘We must accept our lot, bequeathed to us by the 
Enlightenment, and make the most of it.” Yet even as Houlden was 
writing, the Enlightenment worldview was dying. 

The rise of the movement which is now generally known as 
‘postmodernism’ throughout the western world is a direct result of 
the collapse of this confidence in reason, and a more general 
disillusionment with the so-called ‘modern’ world.’ Postmodernism 
is the intellectual movement which proclaims, in the first place, that 
the Enlightenment rested on fraudulent intellectual foundations 
(such as the belief in the omnicompetence of human reason), and 
in the second, that it ushered in some of the most horrific events 
in human history - such as the Stalinist purges and the Nazi 
extermination camps.’ The new cultural mood which developed in 
the 1980s rebelled against the Enlightenment. Who wanted anything 
to do with an intellectually dubious movement, which had given 
rise to the Nazi holocaust and the Stalinist purges? In the 1880s, 
Nietzsche declared, somewhat prematurely as it turned out, that 
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‘God is dead!’ More recently, it is the death of the Enlightenment 
which is being proclaimed. It remains far from clear what will 
replace it. But what is clear is that the claustrophobic and restrictive 
straitjacket placed upon western Christianity by rationalism has 
gone. 

The interplay between ‘the Enlightenment’ and ‘modernity’ is 
notoriously complex, paralleling, at least in some respects, the 
relation between ‘the Renaissance’ and ‘humanism’. For some 
commentators, one can be thought of as a cultural movement; the 
other, its ideational or intellectual core. For others, the relationship 
is far more nuanced, with there being at least substantial areas of 
overlap, if not a total identity, thus making the continued use of 
the two terms equivalent to a distinction without a difference. 

The fundamental concern of the Enlightenment enterprise can 
be said to be to strip human beings of their ‘particularities’, and 
thus to lay bare the core of human nature - an ‘independent, 
autonomous, and thus essentially non-social moral being.” For the 
Enlightenment, ‘particularity’ was scandalous, in that it 
compromised the central axiom of the universal constancies of 
humanity. Human nature and rationality remained the same, 
independent of its specific historical, social, cultural or 
chronological location. The entire ‘Enlightenment project’ can 
therefore be understood as a sustained effort on the part of its 
thinkers to develop objective science, universal morality and law, 
and autonomous art according to their inner logic.” Behind the 
historical contingencies of religion, therefore, a universal and 
rational principle was to be discerned, which transcended each of 
its specific manifestations or representations. 

The general characteristics of this approach can be seen from 
the 1787 essay by G. W. F. Hegel dealing with the history of Greek 
and Roman religion.* The particularizations of classical religion 
were, he argued, due to the political and cultural specifics of a 
system in which religious, family and tribal leaders maintained 
authority over their subjects through various forms of 
manipulation. However, an intellectual élite emerged, capable of 
discerning the universal truths which lay behind these 
particularities, and thus to emancipate people from oppressive 
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religious superstitions. Hegel argued that the same pattern could be 
discerned in modern Germany. On the one hand, there was a pure, 
universal and ethical religion of reason. On the other were the 
particularities of Christianity, to which many ordinary people were 
deeply attached. The only way in which progress could be made 
was to maintain a commitment of some sort to Christianity, while 
simultaneously undermining its claims to uniqueness or 
universality. For this reason, Hegel argued that Christianity was to 
be interpreted as one of several particular embodiments of a 
universal religion of reason. In this early work, we can see a 
fundamental impulse of modernism: the desire to subsume 
everything under a centralizing narrative - in this case, the 
supremacy and sufficiency of unaided human reason. 

Yet it soon became clear that this was little more than a dream. 
What Enlightenment writers had assumed to be ‘universal’ turned 
out to be ethnocentric. The emphasis upon individual thought 
turned out to be little more than a failure to realize the extent to 
which allegedly ‘free’ thinkers were, in fact, conditioned by their 
own history and culture. Kant, perhaps the most vigorous advocate 
of Enlightenment, was severely mauled by the German philosopher 
Johann Georg Hamann (1730-88), who had little difficulty in 
showing that Kant’s ‘knowing subject’ was fundamentally shaped 
by unacknowledged social forces? - forces which would eventually 
render the entire Enlightenment undertaking spurious. 

Our attention now turns to the remarkable inroads which the 
Enlightenment made within evangelicalism. 


The influence of the Enlightenment on evangelicalism 


The Enlightenment is increasingly a voice from the past, with a 
diminishing significance for evangelical apologetics and theological 
reflection. It no longer possesses the influence, positive or negative, 
it once had; all the indications are that its influence will diminish 
still further in the future. With the slow death of the 
Enlightenment has come the general discrediting of rationalism. 
Reason is no longer regarded as having the potential to deliver 
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unaided the theological insights upon which the church must 
depend. Yet this does not mean that reason has ceased to be of 
importance theologically. It simply means that the way is clear to 
recover the proper role of reason in theology, now that the 
distortions and illusions of rationalism are behind us. To reject the 
supremacy of reason in theology is in no way to reject the real and 
valid role of reason in this context. Rationalism is one thing; a 
rational faith is quite different. Reason will always have a role to 
play within evangelicalism. As Theodore Beza pointed out in his 
oration at the inauguration of the Genevan Academy on 5 June 
1559, ‘since God has endowed us, as members of the human race, 
with intelligence, we are under an obligation to use this gift.’!! But 
there is all the difference in the world between seeing reason as the 
sole means for gaining knowledge, and the evangelical recognition 
of the proper yet limited role of reason within the scheme of God’s 
self-revelation. Curiously, however, evangelicalism has been deeply 
influenced by the rationalism of the Enlightenment. In what 
follows, we shall explore the reasons for, and extent of, this 
influence. 

It might be thought that evangelicalism would spurn the harsh 
rationalism of the Enlighenment. In fact, however, evangelicalism 
has showed itself to be more open to such ideas and methods than 
many within the movement might care to admit. The origins of the 
close relationship between the Enlightenment and evangelicalism is 
a matter of historical debate; there are at least some grounds for 
suggesting that trends within Protestantism itself were responsible 
for the origins of the Enlightenment.’ Whatever the explanation 
may be, it is a matter of historical fact that the Enlightenment 
worldview, in various local forms, came to be dominant in those 
areas in which evangelicalism expanded as a consequence of the 
revivals and renewals of the eighteenth century, and in which it had 
to defend itself in the nineteenth.” Thus the Enlightenment had 
little impact in such countries as Spain, Greece and Italy," in which 
evangelicalism had virtually no presence, but was dominant in 
Germany, England, Scotland and America.” As a result, a number 
of foundational Enlightenment assumptions appear to have been 
absorbed uncritically into the movement at these formative stages. 
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An excellent example is provided by the ‘philosophy of 
common sense’, a style of philosophy with a recognizably 
Reformed pedigree, yet strongly influenced by Enlightenment ideas, 
which emerged at the universities of Glasgow and Edinburgh in the 
late eighteenth century, and was associated with thinkers such as 
Francis Hutcheson, Thomas Reid, Adam Smith, Adam Ferguson, 
Hugh Blair and William Robertson. This philosophy, particularly 
in the forms associated with Reid and Hutcheson, was introduced 
to what would become Princeton University (then still known as 
the ‘College of New Jersey’) by John Witherspoon, who migrated 
from Scotland to be president of the college in 1768.” Yet, 
paradoxically, this philosophy is to be seen as a ‘liberal vanguard’ 
rather than as ‘conservatives bringing reason to the service of a 
decadent orthodoxy’.” 

The development of the Enlightenment in America thus 
witnessed an alliance emerging between what Henry F. May has 
described as ‘the Moderate Enlightenment’ and forms of Reformed 
theology at the height of the ‘Great Awakening’ in American 
Christianity.” The overall result of this confluence was that the 
evangelical fervour of the ‘Great Awakening’ was tempered by 
forms of Enlightenment moralism and rationalism, especially at 
Princeton. The results were soon obvious. Harvard, which adopted 
the same philosophy, was unitarian by 1810. The theological 
outlook at Princeton was initially dominated by Archibald 
Alexander, with a ferocious reputation for the orthodoxy of his 
Reformed views. Yet the philosophical foundation upon which 
those views were built, and on the basis of which they were 
developed, are those of the Scottish Enlightenment. As Ahlstrom 
points out, if one were to read Alexander’s Outline of Moral Science, 
ignorant of the identity of its author, one would conclude simply 
that it was the work of ‘some mild English latitudinarian bent on 
mediating the views of Butler, Reid and Price’. In effect, a 
destabilizing tension exists between the theological substance of the 
Princeton school, and the philosophy used in its justification, 
defence and exposition. And Princeton was to be the crucible in 
which the great nineteenth-century evangelical theories of biblical 
inspiration and authority were forged. The result? The theories of 
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writers such as Charles Hodge (1797-1858) are deeply influenced by 
Enlightenment preconceptions. As George Marsden has pointed 
out, Princeton theology was dominated by the assumption that ‘any 
sane and unbiased person of common sense could and must perceive 
the same things’ and that ‘basic truths are much the same for all 
person in all times and places’.”! 

The strongly rationalist tone of this philosophy is particularly 
evident from the works of Benjamin B. Warfield,” but is clearly 
evident in the earlier works of Charles Hodge. In his perceptive 
analysis of the deductivist theory of biblical inspiration associated 
with Hodge, Kern Robert Trembath demonstrates the remarkable 
extent to which his theology was dependent upon the ‘Scottish 
philosophy of common sense’. For example, Hodge tends to evade 
the critical question of the extent to which human reason may be 
flawed or misguided as a consequence of sin, leading to a 
questionably high estimation of the role of human reason in 
theology. ‘Hodge failed to notice how far his uncritical acceptance 
of commonsense philosophy deviated from the traditional 
Augustinian and Calvinist concepts of the totality of the effects of 
original sin.” 

Perhaps more significantly, the philosophy of language 
associated with the ‘commonsense’ school had a dramatic impact on 
Hodge’s understanding of the significance of biblical language. 
Words can be known directly and immediately by the human 
mind, without the need for any intermediaries. To know the words 
of Scripture is thus to know immediately the realities to which they 
relate.* This theory of language is of foundational importance, as 
it undergirds Hodge’s belief that today’s reader of Scripture can be 
‘assured of encountering the very words, thoughts, and intentions 
of God Himself.” Yet this metaphysical idea has been borrowed, 
along with others of equally questionable theological parentage, 
from the Enlightenment. Hodge’s analysis of the authority of 
Scripture is ultimately grounded in an unacknowledged and implicit 
theory of the nature of language, deriving from and reflecting the 
Enlightenment agenda. 

Such was the influence of the Old Princeton School that its 
rationalism passed into modern American Reformed evangelicalism. 
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Evangelicals, unaware of the complex provenance of the Princeton 
approach, were content to absorb its results, without troubling 
themselves to ask where they came from. Donald G. Bloesch has 
argued that a strongly rationalist spirit can even be discerned within 
the writings of such modern American evangelicals as Carl F. H. 
Henry, John Warwick Montgomery, Francis Schaeffer and Norman 
Geisler.” Thus even Carl Henry can offer such hostages to fortune 
as his affirmation of belief in a ‘logically consistent divine 
revelation’.” In the end, Henry risks making an implicit appeal to 
a more fundamental epistemological foundation in his affirmation 
of the authority of Scripture, leading to the conclusion that the 
authority of Scripture itself is derived from this more fundamental 
authority. Thus for Henry, ‘without non-contradiction and logical 
consistency, no knowledge whatever is possible’.” 

The uncritical use of the phrase ‘logically consistent’ reinforces 
Bloesch’s fundamental criticism that this tradition, emanating from 
Protestant scholasticism and the Old Princeton School, places a 
questionably high ‘confidence in the capacity of reason to judge the 
truth of revelation.’ What logic is to be allowed this central role? 
Whose rationality provides the basis of scriptural authority? 

The danger of this approach will be obvious. Not only does it 
reduce Scripture to ‘a code book of theological ordinances’;” it 
opens the way to making the truth of divine revelation dependent 
on the judgments of fallen human reason. Evangelicals, of all 
people, cannot allow revelation to be imprisoned within the flawed 
limits of sinful human reason. Whatever the extent to which the 
human mind is noetically compromised by sin, it is imperative that 
those finite and fallen human minds should not be permitted to be 
the judges of what is and what is not divine revelation. How can 
theology so willingly allow itself to be imprisoned by logicians? 
Modern evangelicalism has no desire to follow the path of 
‘evangelical rationalism’, which arose in the second half of the 
sixteenth century as evangelical writers sought to achieve cultural 
acceptability and credibility by allowing extra-biblical norms to 
validate or judge the scriptural witness. Yet this is the effect 
(although not, I am convinced, the intention) of the strategy 
proposed by Henry. 
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The serious consequences of such a development have long been 
recognized within Christian theology. Writing in the third century, 
Tertullian pointed out the danger of grounding or judging the 
gospel in what passed for human wisdom.” An excellent case study, 
illustrating the grave consequences of talking loosely about the 
‘logical nature’ of divine revelation is provided by the doctrine of 
the two natures of Christ - in other words, the definitive Christian 
teaching that Christ is both divine and human. This foundational 
Christian doctrine, to which evangelicalism is fiercely committed, 
has regularly been criticized as ‘illogical’ by secular philosophers. 
Even in the patristic period, such philosophers were quick to point 
out this alleged logical flaw in the doctrine. 

Those criticisms were intensified at the time of the 
Enlightenment, with many critics of traditional Christianity 
following Spinoza in declaring that talk of Jesus as being both God 
and man made about as much logical sense as talking about a square 
circle. Henry renders evangelicalism intensely - and needlessly - 
vulnerable at this point. Indeed, some evangelicals have even 
developed ‘one-nature’ Christologies in response to the rationalist 
pressure, here endorsed by Henry, to conform to ‘logic’, despite the 
seriously unorthodox consequences of this move.*’ Yet why should 
evangelicals feel under any such pressure to conform to the highly 
questionable dictates of the limits of fallen human reason? And how 
often has it been pointed out, even by secular philosophers, that 
‘logic is the enemy of truth’? 

If divine revelation appears to be logically inconsistent on 
occasion (as it undoubtedly does: witness the doctrine of the two 
natures of Christ), this cannot be taken to mean that the doctrine 
in question is wrong, or that the doctrine is not divine revelation 
on account of its ‘illogical’ character. Rather, this merely illustrates 
the fact that fallen human reason cannot fully comprehend the 
majesty of God. This point was made regularly by Christian writers 
as diverse as Thomas Aquinas and John Calvin. 

Evangelicalism, if it were to follow Henry’s lead at this 
juncture, would set itself on the road that inevitably allows fallen 
human reason to judge God’s revelation, or become its ultimate 
foundation. This is a road which evangelicalism cannot allow itself 
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to take, even if it did once offer a short-term apologetic advantage 
within a culture which accepted the Enlightenment worldview. But 
that was yesterday. Today, evangelicalism is free to avoid the false 
lure of foundationalism, and to maintain the integrity of divine 
revelation on its own terms and in its own categories. Let 
Scripture be Scripture! 

The theological style adopted by Henry also gives the 
impression of preferring to deal with general principles or ‘objective 
facts’ (a characteristic Enlightenment notion) rather than with the 
historical narrative of revelation.” Henry insists, in true 
Enlightenment fashion, that each and every aspect of the Bible may 
be reduced to first principles or logical axioms. ‘Regardless of the 
parables, allegories, emotive phrases and rhetorical questions used 
by these [biblical] writers, their literary devices have a logical point 
which can be propositionally formulated and is objectively true or 
false.” Henry adopts an approach which Hans Frei discerned as 
characteristic of rationalism: the extraction of logical propositional 
statements from an essentially narrative piece of writing. 

It is, then, clear that a cluster of significant evangelical writers 
have, implicitly or explicitly, drawn on assumptions associated with 
the Enlightenment, rather than the Christian tradition. There is an 
obvious and important parallel here with the development of 
Christian theology during the patristic period, in which a confident 
and growing church expanded from its original Palestinian context 
into a more intellectually sophisticated context, dominated by the 
ideas of secular Greek philosophy. It must be stressed that the 
extent to which this happened and its precise implications for 
Christian theology remain disputed.** Nevertheless, there is 
widespread agreement that early Christian theology stole some of 
the clothes of Greek philosophy in order to ensure that it received 
a hearing in the Hellenistic world.” While the initial concerns may 
have been apologetic - that is, to gain a hearing for the gospel from 
a secular audience — it seems that the ‘dialogue’ ended up with 
Christianity being decisively influenced by the ideas and 
worldviews of those it sought to address. 

It is tempting to argue that this represents a capitulation on the 
part of Christian theology to Greek philosophy, provoking 
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Tertullian’s celebrated outburst: ‘What is there in common between 
Athens and Jerusalem? between the Academy and the church?’ 
However, a more sensitive reading of the sources suggests a more 
significant - and potentially more worrying - explanation of 
developments. Christian theologians of the patristic period seem to 
have assumed that certain ideas and methods were self-evidently 
correct, and did not require justification. It was therefore entirely 
natural and proper to incorporate these ‘neutral’ insights into 
theology. More than that; as they were shared by all thinking 
people, they could act initially as the basis of an apologetic strategy, 
and subsequently as the foundation of a coherent Christian 
theology. On the basis of the perceived ‘neutrality’ and 
‘universality’ of Greek philosophical ideas, Christian theology thus 
became increasingly enmeshed in a series of intellectual adventures 
which brought it further and further away from the gospel of the 
New Testament. 

Evangelicalism has been affected in much the same way by the 
Enlightenment. Certain central Enlightenment ideas appear to have 
been uncritically taken on board by some evangelicals, with the 
result that part of the movement runs the risk of becoming a secret 
prisoner of a secular outlook which is now dying before our eyes. 
Evangelicals are under an absolute obligation to ensure that their 
central ideas are Scripture-based, not the result of the influence of 
the Enlightenment. To fail to do so is to allow ideas and values 
originating from outside the Christian faith to exercise a controlling 
influence within in — and thus inevitably to increase the degree to 
which theology is culturally conditioned. 

In what ways does this continuing influence of the 
Enlightenment show itself? Four areas may be identified, as follows. 


l. The nature of Scripture 


There is a tendency within evangelicalism to treat Scripture as 
simply a sourcebook of Christian doctrines, and to overlook, 
suppress or deny its narrative character. We have already discussed 
the work of Hans Frei (see pp. 105-106), who argues that one of 
the most distinctive features of biblical hermeneutics during the 
period of the Enlightenment has been to deny its narrative 
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character, or to treat it as something of an embarrassment which is 
best dealt with by extracting whatever conceptual information may 
be had.” In particular, Frei traces the development of this trend to 
reduce the meaning of Scripture to ‘a grammatically and logically 
sound propositional statement’ to the continuing influence of the 
philosophy of John Locke during the eighteenth century.” The 
general tendency to treat Scripture as a source-book of purely 
propositional truths may be argued to rest particularly on the Old 
Princeton School, especially the writings of Charles Hodge and 
Benjamin B. Warfield, in which the influence of Enlightenment 
presuppositions is particularly noticeable. 

Happily, evangelicalism is now gradually beginning to purge 
itself of this dubious vestige of the Enlightenment,” and moving 
towards a position which is much more sensitive to the nature of 
Scripture itself. For example, there is increased sensitively to the 
role of narratives, particularly in the Old Testament, in which the 
biblical narratives can be seen to build up to give a cumulative 
account of the nature and character of God.” Instead of forcing 
Scripture into a mould dictated by the concerns of the 
Enlightenment, evangelicalism can dedicate itself to allowing 
Scripture to be Scripture. 


2. Spirituality 
There is a tendency to regard spirituality in terms of understanding 
the biblical text - that is, to reading it, making sense of its words 
and ideas, and understanding its historical background and its 
meaning for today. The emphasis continues to be on reason. Yet we 
need to reach behind the Enlightenment, and recover older and 
more authentic evangelical approaches to spirituality, such as those 
found in writers such as Jonathan Edwards, or John and Charles 
Wesley. The strongly rationalist ethos of the Enlightenment was 
often reflected in what might be styled as a spiritual embargo on 
any kind of emotional involvement with Scripture, or any use of 
the human faculty of imagination - two approaches to the reading 
of Scripture which earlier evangelicalism had treasured. 

It is widely accepted that Protestantism, in all its forms, was 
influenced by the rationalism of the Enlightenment to a far greater 
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extent than, for example, Roman Catholicism or Eastern 
Orthodoxy. This has had a devastating impact on evangelical 
spirituality, and placed it at a serious disadvantage in relation to the 
spirituality of both Roman Catholicism and Eastern Orthodoxy. 
The Enlightenment forced evangelicalism into adopting approaches 
to spirituality which have resulted in rather cool, detached, and 
rational approaches to Scripture. The traditional ‘Quiet Time’ has 
been deeply influenced by this outlook.” 

Yet the Enlightenment is over. We need to purge rationalism 
from within evangelicalism. And that means recovering the 
relational, emotional and imaginative aspects of biblical spirituality, 
which the Enlightenment declared to be improper. As Martin 
Luther constantly insisted, Christianity is concerned with totus 
homo, the ‘entire human person’, not just the human mind. In this, 
Luther was doing nothing more than stressing the importance of 
maintaining a biblical understanding of human nature in every 
aspect of Christian living. 

The Australian writer Robert Banks points out the implications 
for spirituality of this biblical view of human nature when he notes 
that spirituality concerns ‘not only our spirit - also our minds, 
wills, imaginations, feelings and bodies’. This insight was familiar 
to the evangelical tradition before the Enlightenment. It is high 
time we rediscovered it. For Banks, spirituality is about ‘the 
character and quality of our life with God, among fellow-Christians 
and in the world’. Banks deliberately avoids two inadequate 
approaches to spirituality, the first of which is purely intellectual 
or cerebral, engaging the mind and nothing else, and the second of 
which is purely interiorized, bearing no relation to the realities of 
everyday life or to the truths of Scripture. We have a lot of lost 
ground to make up here. But it can be done. We can reclaim our 
own heritage again, by retrieving evangelical approaches to 
spirituality which were suppressed by the Enlightenment, but 
which are of vital importance today. 


3. Apologetics 


In relation to apologetics, evangelicalism has shown itself to be 
willing to operate within the Enlightenment paradigm of a 
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universal human rationality, such as that which influenced John 
Locke’s classic text of rationalist apologetics, The Reasonableness of 
Christianity (1695). On the basis of the highly questionable 
assumption that ‘everyone agrees what is reasonable,’ the rational 
credentials of the Christian faith are set forth. This approach, 
however, has shown itself to be deeply flawed in two respects. 
First, it assumes that the appeal of Christianity is purely rational; 
second, it rests upon a network of universalizing assumptions which 
fail to relate to the strongly particularizing environments in which 
the gospel must be proclaimed at the global level. As evangelicalism 
has expanded far beyond its traditional English-speaking western 
homelands, these difficulties are becoming especially evident. And 
even in its traditional homelands, the Enlightenment has largely 
given way to postmodern outlooks. 

This has had significant implications for evangelical apologetics 
in the postmodern context (which no longer accepts the 
fundamental Enlightenment assumption of a universal human 
rationality), and in non-western contexts (where the ‘universal’ 
reason in question turns out to be uncompromisingly western). As 
a result, much evangelical apologetics is unable to function 
effectively in these two significant contexts. In the case of 
postmodernism, evangelicalism finds that its foundational 
assumption of universal categories of evidence and rationality is 
rejected from the outset, thereby preventing an effective 
presentation of the gospel in such a context. In the case of non- 
western contexts, the evangelical is obliged to convert an audience 
to western modes of thinking before the credibility of the gospel 
can be articulated. Yet where in the New Testament is the 
credibility or the communicability of the gospel made dependent on 
non-Christian beliefs in such a way? Evangelicalism needs to allow 
its approach to evangelism to be reshaped and fashioned by the 
New Testament, rather than the outmoded presuppositions of a 
now defunct Enlightenment. There is a serious danger that 
evangelicalism may simply prolong the influence of the 
Enlightenment by a continuing uncritical endorsement of some of 
its leading presuppositions and values, of which at least some are 
potentially hostile to the evangelical ethos. 
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4. Evangelism 


Finally, in relation to evangelism, evangelicalism has shown itself 
to be vulnerable to a form of rationalism. Evangelism, on the basis 
of an Enlightenment worldview, is about persuading people of the 
truth of the gospel - with that crucial word ‘truth’ being 
understood in a strongly rational manner as ‘propositional 
correctness’. Evangelism thus concerns the proclamation of the 
cognitive truth of the gospel, with a demand for its acceptance. 
There are a number of difficulties in this approach, most 
significantly in relation to the concept of ‘truth’ itself. A non- 
biblical concept of ‘truth’, defined by Cartesian rather than 
Christian considerations, comes to exercise a controlling function.“ 
When the New Testament affirms that Jesus Christ is the ‘truth’ 
(Jn. 14:6), it does not intend us to understand merely that Christ is 
propositionally correct. ‘Truth’ in this context clearly has personal 
as well as cognitive aspects. 

Evangelicalism needs to rediscover the richness and 
distinctiveness of the biblical concept of truth.” The fundamental 
association of the Hebrew root normally translated as ‘truth’ or 
‘true’ (as in ‘the true God’) is ‘something which can be relied 
upon’, or ‘someone who can be trusted’. There are clear parallels 
here with the biblical notion of ‘righteousness’, which has little to 
do with Enlightenment notions of personal morality, but relates 
essentially to covenant faithfulness.” The notion of personal 
trustworthiness, so magnificently articulated in Martin Luther’s 
distinctive concept of faith as fiducia (‘confidence’), must be 
regarded as foundational to any authentically biblical concept of 
truth. Evangelism is the proclamation and commendation of the 
trustworthiness of God and the gospel. It is a travesty of the 
biblical idea of ‘truth’ to equate it with the Enlightenment notion 
of conceptual or propositional correspondence, or the derived view 
of evangelism as the proclamation of the propositional correctness 
of Christian doctrine. 

This deficient concept of evangelism opens the way to the types 
of rationalism and formalism which have destroyed the vitality of 
Christian faith in the past. Faith comes to mean little more than 
intellectual assent to propositions, losing the vital and dynamic 
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connection with the person of Jesus Christ, who, for Christians, 
alone is the truth. The statements of John’s gospel must be taken 
with the utmost seriousness: Jesus does not merely show us the 
truth, or tell us the truth; he is the truth - and any concept of 
‘truth’ which is unable to comprehend the fact that truth 1s 
personal is to be treated with intense suspicion by evangelicals. 

‘Truth’, in the New Testament sense of the term, is not abstract 
or purely objective; it is personal, and involves the transformation 
of the entire existence of those who apprehend it and are 
themselves apprehended by it. It is necessary here to rediscover the 
full richness of the biblical concept of truth, and to rescue 
evangelism from this truncated and secularized notion of truth. In 
particular, the covenantal dimensions of the biblical concept of 
truth should be appreciated. The Danish philosopher Søren 
Kierkegaard went some considerable way towards recovering the 
biblical associations of truth, not least in his insistence that to know 
the truth is to be known by the truth. ‘Truth’ is something which 
affects our inner being, as we become involved in ‘an appropriation 
process of the most passionate inwardness’.** This is in no sense to 
deny or to de-emphasize the cognitive aspects of Christian theology. 
It is merely to observe that there is more to theology than 
cerebralized information. A theology which touches the mind, 
leaving the heart unaffected, is no true Christian theology. 

To treat evangelism simply as the proclamation of an 
‘objectively true’ gospel is to do serious violence to the New 
Testament concept of the proclamation of Christ - not propositions 
about Christ, but the full person and work of Christ himself. The 
concept of the ‘love of God’, so central to the New Testament, 
reminds us that evangelism is about the proclamation of an 
objective truth with the expectation that this will give rise to a 
subjective response — that is to say, a response which involves the 
heart, mind and total being of those who hear it. The 
Enlightenment notions of ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’, as critics such as 
Kierkegaard pointed out with such vigour, fail to engage with 
human nature in all its fullness, and focus instead on a purely 
cerebral ‘faith’, devoid of emotion and transformation. 

The concept of knowledge found in the writings of John Calvin 
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represents a far more reliable guide to modern evangelicalism. John 
Mackay, a leading North American exponent of the significance of 
John Calvin, wrote as follows of his achievement: 


A system of religious thought and a form of church 
organization, which were created by a man whose heart was set 
on fire, cannot be true to their nature unless the reality of a life 
inflamed with a passion for God and accustomed to 
communion with God is given a central place. For deep in the 
heart of Calvinism, and in Presbyterianism in its truest and 
most classical form, resides a profound piety, that is, a personal 
experience of God linked to a passionate devotion to God.” 


All these elements must find their way into a responsible 
evangelical approach to evangelism. The Johannine affirmation that 
Jesus Christ zs the truth is a reminder that a purely propositional 
approach to Scripture or evangelism is seriously impoverished and 
inadequate. Evangelism is discourse concerned to present the person 
of Jesus Christ, in all his fullness, to his world, in order that it may 
be refashioned and renewed after his likeness. 

In the light of this analysis, it will be evident that 
evangelicalism is under an obligation to ensure that it does not 
remain a secret prisoner to rationalism. Appeals to ‘common sense’ 
all too often amount to the naive acceptance of a rationalist 
worldview, in which values and rationalities from outside the 
Christian faith come to exercise a normative role within it. 


The death of modernity 


Postmodernity is a vague and ill-defined notion, which perhaps 
could be described at one level as the general intellectual outlook 
arising after the collapse of modernity.“ Although there are those 
who maintain that modernity is still alive and active, this attitude 
is becoming increasingly rare. Modernity believed in a world which, 
in principle, could be understood and mastered. Postmodernity not 
merely tends to regard the world as ultimately being beyond either 
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comprehension or mastery; it regards such comprehension and 
mastery as being, in any case, immoral. And so, in the telling 
phrase of Alan Wilde, ‘a world in need for mending is superseded 
by one beyond repair’.” Postmodernism is characterized by its 
fundamental disillusionment with the great themes of modernity, 
which it tellingly places within an insulating sceptical battery of 
quotation marks. Even at the level of their orthography, 
postmodern writings on ‘truth’, ‘reason’, ‘justice’ or ‘reality’ make 
it clear that what were once regarded as universals are now treated 
as outmoded and questionable. As cultural analyst Os Guinness 
remarks: 


Where modernism was a manifesto of human self-confidence 
and self-congratulation, postmodernism is a confession of 
modesty, if not despair. There is no truth; only truths. There 
is no grand reason; only reasons. There is no privileged 
civilization (or culture, belief, norm and style); only a 
multiplicity of cultures, beliefs, norms and styles. There is no 
universal justice; only interests and the competition of interest 
groups. There is no grand narrative of human progress; only 
countless stories of where people and their cultures are now. 
There is no simple reality or any grand objectivity of universal, 
detached knowledge; only a ceaseless representation of 
everything in terms of everything else.” 


The trauma of the Holocaust is now generally seen as a 
powerful and shocking indictment of the pretensions and delusions 
of modernity.*! There has been a general collapse of confidence in 
the Enlightenment trust in the power of reason to provide 
foundations for a universally valid knowledge of the world, 
including God. Reason fails to deliver a morality suited to the real 
world in which we live. And with this collapse in confidence in 
universal and necessary criteria of truth, relativism and pluralism 
have flourished. As Jean-Francois Lyotard declared, postmodernism 
‘refines our sensitivity to differences and reinforces our ability to 
tolerate the incommensurable’. The implication is clear: 
postmodernism eliminates the urge to universalize by creating an 
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environment in which incompatible differences can be tolerated. 
On a postmodern reading of the world, the Jew and the Nazi can 
coexist, without each feeling the need to generate an ideology 
which demands the elimination of the other. 

The modernist tendency towards universalization and 
uniformity can be seen particularly well in the field of architecture. 
The ideology of design associated with modernism 1s based, at least 
in part, on the International School, founded in the 1920s and 1930s 
by Walter Gropius and others.” The movement was committed to 
development on a technically rational scale with emphasis on the 
functionally efficient elements of buildings, and a particular use of 
the rectangle and straight line.°* To those who conceived it in the 
1920s, this style would be liberating; in reality, it proved to be 
deeply oppressive. The utter tedium of Stalinist city planning 
demoralized those who lived in such modern cities. As Leon Krier 
remarked, ‘modernism has fathered a meaningless uniformity and 
uniform meaninglessness . . . Auschwitz, Birkenau and Milton 
Keynes are children of the same parents’. The design of Nazi 
concentration camps, such as Auschwitz and Birkenau, showed the 
modernist concern for functional efficiency and its prioritization of 
rectangles and straight lines at its worst. The neatly arranged rows 
of rectangular huts symbolized the oppression of both Nazism and 
the architectural style it favoured. As Frederick Jameson has argued 
in his major analysis of postmodern culture, architecture thus 
provided a visible and tangible way in which dissatisfaction could 
be expressed with the relentless drive towards uniformity associated 
with modernity.” 

To understand why the agenda of modernism is now seen so 
negatively, we may focus on two images: a landscape, and an angel. 
In the year 1720, the German philosopher Christian Wolff 
published a work with a title which could be translated as Rational 
Thoughts about God, the World, the Human Soul, and Everything 
Else. The title makes immediate claims to universality and 
rationality, thus summarizing its general theme of the liberation 
and emancipation which will come about through the sovereignty 
of human reason. The frontispiece to this work consists of a 
remarkable illustration. It portrays a landscape, embracing 
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mountains, forests and towns, enveloped in dark clouds. Yet the 
rays of a smiling sun of reason are breaking through the clouds, 
enlightening the hitherto darkened landscape. The message is clear: 
reason enlightens, dispelling the clouds of life. 

At its height, the Enlightenment and its allies seemed to offer 
hope for the future, whether this hope was understood in the quasi- 
messianic terms of the coming of a socio-economic revolution 
which would usher in an era of peace and justice, or in terms of the 
vision of a world which could be universally understood by human 
reason, and hence controlled by that same reason. The threat to 
human existence caused by the unpredictability and chaos of the 
“natural order and the irrationality of human affairs would thus be 
eliminated, giving way to paradise - an ordered and structured 
world in which humanity could dwell without worry. As Jean- 
Francois Lyotard has pointed out, modernity has continually been 
forced to seek its legitimacy in the future.” This can be seen in the 
ethics of Lévinas, for example, which often turns on a ‘utopian 
moment’ in which there is a recognition of ‘something which 
cannot be realized but which, ultimately, guides all moral action’. 
For Lévinas, there can therefore be no moral life without 
utopianism.”* 

But this was not the way it proved to be. Such theories found 
themselves in increasing tension with human experience of life. 
Paradise was postponed to the point where it became increasingly 
clear that it was little more than a visionary utopia. Instead of 
admitting its own failure to deliver what it promised, modernity 
kept deferring and delaying the arrival of its utopia. Paradise was 
always round the next corner. The vision may remain living for 
some; nevertheless, it stands in the midst of a landscape scarred by 
the debris of its failures. Perhaps the most visionary critique of 
modernism is due to the German Marxist writer Walter Benjamin 
(1892-1940), who saw the rise of Nazism in the later 1930s as a 
telling sign of the futility of modernism. Benjamin saw the Nazi- 
Soviet Pact of 1939 as a devastating indicator of the failure of 
Marxism, and, unable to live with the despair of this realization, 
committed suicide shortly afterwards. 

Benjamin’s ‘Theses on the Concept of History’ are of 
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fundamental importance to an understanding of the failure of the 
modernism of the Enlightenment.” A pivotal passage takes the 
form of a meditation on a drawing of an angel by the German 
artist Paul Klee. Benjamin interpreted this angel (styled Angelus 
Novus by Klee) as the ‘angel of history’, reduced to total impotence 
and despair at the uncontrollable storm which rages around him. 


The angel looks 


... as though he is about to move away from something he is 
fixedly contemplating. His eyes are staring, his mouth is open, 
his wings are spread. This is how one pictures the angel of 
history. His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive 
a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps 
piling wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel 
would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has 
been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise, it has got 
caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no 
longer close them. This storm irresistibly propels him into the 
future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris 
before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call 


progress.” 


Benjamin here reflects the sense of disillusionment with the 
modernism of the Enlightenment, which has done so much to lead 
to the emergence of postmodernism in recent years. Modernity led 
simply to the social, political, economic and technological means to 
exterminate humanity - or a large section of it.°! 

The Enlightenment break with tradition may initially have 
seemed to be liberating. However, as Benjamin so clearly saw, it 
turned out to be profoundly oppressive. What Czeslaw Milosz has 
termed the ‘refusal to remember% is an integral element of the 
Nietzschean ‘will to power’ ~- in this case, a determination not to 
be fettered by the past. However, as the rise of Nazism and 
Stalinism in the 1930s made clear, to break with tradition could 
easily amount to breaking with civilization and all its inbuilt 
safeguards against totalitarianism. 

What has been said thus far might convey the impression that 


183 


a passion for truth 


there is a fundamental divergence between postmodernism and 
modernism. While there is unquestionably some truth in this 
impression, the picture is somewhat more complex than this 
analysis suggests. For example, it is possible that, in the longer 
term, postmodernism may be seen to relate to modernism in much 
the same way as Romanticism related to Enlightenment rationalism 
~ a corrective reaction to the movement, which nevertheless failed 
to bring about its decisive reversal or redirection. Is 
postmodernism a movement within modernism - or its future 
replacement? It is too early to say. But another point must be 
noted: for all their divergences, both movements are directly or 
indirectly concerned with the fostering of human freedom. The 
postmodern emphasis on the absolute freedom of individual self- 
definition merely extends trends which were always implicit within 
modernism. But this is to anticipate what follows; we must now 
attempt to give a more thorough definition of what postmodernism 
actually 1s. 


Defining postmodernism 


Postmodernism is generally taken to be something of a cultural 
sensibility without absolutes, fixed certainties or foundations, which 
takes delight in pluralism and divergence, and which aims to think 
through the radical ‘situatedness’ of all human thought. In each of 
these matters, it may be regarded as a conscious and deliberate 
reaction against the totalization of the Enlightenment. To give a full 
definition of postmodernism is virtually impossible.” In part, this 
is because there is substantially less than total agreement on the 
nature of the ‘modernity’ which it displaces and supersedes. In fact, 
the word ‘postmodernism’ itself might be argued to imply that 
‘modernity’ is sufficiently well defined and understood that - 
whatever it is — it may be said to have ended and been superseded. 
The problem is particularly acute in the case of literature, where 
‘modernism’ has always been a contested notion. Does the term 
refer to the genre of writing associated with Mallarme and Joyce (as 
favoured by formalists), or that found in Joseph Conrad’s ‘Preface’ 
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to The Nigger and the Narcissus or Virginia Woolf’s essay ‘Modern 
Fiction’ (as favoured by the subjectivists)? Nevertheless, it is 
possible to identify its leading general feature, which is the 
deliberate and systematic abandonment of centralizing narratives. 
The general differences between modernity and postmodernity have 
been summarized in terms of a series of stylistic contrasts, including 
the following: 


Modernism Postmodernism 
Purpose Play 
Design Chance 

Hierarchy Anarchy 

Centring Dispersal 

Selection Combination 


Note how the terms gathered together under the ‘modernism’ 
category have strong overtones of the ability of the thinking subject 
to analyse, order, control and master. Those gathered together 
under the ‘postmodernism’ category possess equally strong 
overtones of the inability of the thinking subject to master or 
control, with the result that things need to be left as they are, in all 
their glorious and playful diversity. This applies just as much to the 
religions as to everything else. 

It will thus be clear that there is an inbuilt precommitment to 
relativism or pluralism within postmodernism in relation to 
questions of truth. To use the jargon of the movement, one could 
say that postmodernism represents a situation in which the signifier 
has replaced the signified as the focus of orientation and value. In 
terms of the structural linguistics developed initially by Ferdinand 
de Saussure, and subsequently by Roman Jakobson and others, the 
recognition of the arbitrariness of the linguistic sign and its 
interdependence with other signs marks the end of the possibility 
of fixed, absolute meanings. According to de Saussure, a ‘sign’ 
consists of three things: the signifier (the acoustic image of the 
spoken words as heard by the intended recipient of the message), 
the signified (the meaning which is evoked in the mind of this 
recipient through the stimulus of the signifier), and the unity of 
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these two. For de Saussure, the unity of the signifier with the 
signified is a cultural convention. There is no universal or 
transcendent foundation which relates signifier and signified: it is 
arbitrary, reflecting the contingencies of cultural conditioning.” 

Developing such insights, writers such as Jacques Derrida, 
Michel Foucault and Jean Baudrillard argued that language was 
ultimately whimsical and capricious, and did not reflect any 
overarching absolute linguistic laws. It was arbitrary, incapable of 
disclosing meaning. Thus Baudrillard argued that modern society 
was trapped in an endless network of artificial sign systems, which 
meant nothing, and merely perpetuated the belief systems of those 
who created them.“ 

One aspect of postmodernism which illustrates this trend 
particularly well, while also indicating its obsession with texts and 
language, is deconstruction - the critical method which virtually 
declares that the identity and intentions of the author of a text are 
an irrelevance to the interpretation of the text, prior to insisting 
that, in any case, no fixed meaning can be found in it. This 
movement arose primarily as a result of Jacques Derrida’s reading 
of the works of Martin Heidegger in the late 1960s.° Two general 
principles can be seen as underlying this approach to the reading of 
texts. 

1. Anything that is written will convey meanings which its 
author did not intend and could not have intended. 

2. The author cannot adequately put into words what he or she 
means in the first place. 

All interpretations are thus equally valid, or equally meaningless 
(depending upon your point of view). As Paul de Man, one of the 
leading American proponents of this approach, declared, the very 
idea of ‘meaning’ smacked of Fascism. This approach, which 
blossomed in post-Vietnam America, was given intellectual 
respectability by academics such as de Man, Geoffrey Hartman, 
Harold Bloom, and J. Hillis Miller.” ‘Metanarratives’ - that is, 
generalizing narratives which claimed to provide universal 
frameworks for the discernment of meaning - were to be rejected 
as authoritarian. Far from discerning meaning, such narratives 
imposed their own meanings in a fascist manner. 
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Developing this approach in an article published early in 1986, 
Lyotard argued that all universal narratives, such as Marxism, were 
totalitarian in their outlook, and hence potentially capable of 
generating mindsets which were conducive to ‘crimes against 
humanity’.” If people are convinced of the rightness of their own 
position, there is inevitably a temptation to control or destroy 
those who disagree with them.” A similar approach was taken the 
following year by Oxford literary critic Terry Eagleton, who 
argued that notions such as ‘truth’ or ‘meaning’ were intensely 
repressive, and were to be rejected as a form of academic terrorism: 


Post-modernism signals the end of such ‘metanarratives’ whose 
secretly terroristic function was to ground and legitimate the 
illusion of a ‘universal’ human history. We are now in the 
process of awakening from the nightmare of modernity, with 
its manipulative reason and fetish of the totality, into the laid- 
back pluralism of the post-modern, that heterogeneous range of 
life-styles and language games which has renounced the 
nostalgic urge to totalize and legitimate itself . . . Science and 
philosophy must jettison their grandiose metaphysical claims 
and view themselves more modestly as just another set of 
narratives.’ 


Note in particular the adjectives used to refer to modernism and 
postmodernism: the former is ‘terroristi’ and ‘manipulative’, 
whereas the latter is ‘laid back’ and ‘modest’. There is here a 
significant, if implicit, appeal being made to the cultural norms of 
a section of modern western society which values being ‘laid back’. 
But this, as we shall see, is to raise the awkward question of where 
those values come from. And if those values are not universally 
accepted, can postmodernism ever have a universal appeal? By 
virtue of its very modesty, postmodernism seems to be the 
worldview of those who like it. 

The implications of the kind of position outlined above became 
publicly apparent with the sensational publication in 1989 of some 
wartime articles of Paul de Man, by then established as a leading 
figure in the postmodern movement. On 1 December of that year, 


187 


a passion for truth 


the New York Times reported the discovery of anti-Semitic and pro- 
Nazi articles, written by de Man for the Belgian Nazi newspaper, 
Le Soir. A scandal resulted. Was de Man’s deconstructionalism an 
attempt to deny his own past? Was de Man himself really a former 
Fascist, trying to escape from his own guilt? And, given the 
axiomatic status of the ‘fallacy of authorial intention’ within 
postmodernism, nobody could argue that de Man had actually 
meant something different from the impression created by those 
articles; after all, the author’s views were, according to 
deconstruction, an irrelevance. No attempt could be made to excuse 
le Man by an appeal to his historical circumstances; for le Man 
himself had written that ‘considerations of the actual and historical 
existence of writers are a waste of time from a critical viewpoint’. 
Deconstruction thus seemed to sink into the mire of internal 
inconsistency. 

The area of Christian theology which is most sensitive to this 
development is apologetics, traditionally regarded as an attempt to 
defend and commend the truth claims of Christianity to the 
world.” Apologetically, the question which arises in the 
postmodern context is the following. How can Christianity’s claims 
to truth be taken seriously, when there are so many rival 
alternatives, and when ‘truth’ itself has become a devalued notion? 
No-one can lay claim to possession of the truth. It is all a question 
of perspective. The conclusion of this line of thought is as simple 
as it is devastating: ‘the truth is that there is no truth’.”° 

All claims to truth are thus equally valid; there is no universal 
or privileged vantage-point which allows anyone to decide what is 
right and what is wrong. This situation has both significant 
advantages and drawbacks for the Christian apologist. On the one 
hand, apologetics no longer labours under the tedious limitations of 
the intensely restrictive Enlightenment worldview, fettered by the 
illusions and pretensions of pure reason. Christianity can no longer 
be dismissed as a degenerate form of rational religion. The severe 
limitations of the modern mentality are intellectually passé, and 
need no longer be a serious difficulty for the apologist. The 
Princeton theologian Diogenes Allen summarizes this development 
well: 
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In a postmodern world, Christianity is intellectually relevant. 
It is relevant to the fundamental questions, Why does the world 
exist? and Why does it have its present order, rather than 
another? It is relevant to the discussion of the foundations of 
morality and society, especially on the significance of human 
beings. The recognition that Christianity is relevant to our 
entire society, and relevant not only to the heart but to the 
mind as well, is a major change in our cultural situation.” 


But with that advance has come a retreat. Postmodernism 
declares that all belief-systems are to be regarded as equally 
plausible. Something is true if it is true for me. Christianity has 
become acceptable, because it is believed to be true by some - not 
because it is true. How can Christianity commend itself in such a 
context, when the truth question is virtually dismissed out of hand 
in advance? This has important implications in the area of college 
evangelistic work. The Christian campus apologist will wish to 
stress that Christianity believes itself, on excellent grounds, to 
possess insights which are both true and relevant. How can 
Christianity commend itself on campus, when the merits of truth 
are not conceded? 


The vulnerability of postmodernism: 
Foucault and Lyotard 


Postmodernism has an endemic aversion to questions of truth, 
believing that the notion of ‘truth’ is at best illusory and at worst 
oppressive. But the need to have the truth question on the agenda 
is relatively easily argued. Postmodernism insists that it 1s not 
possible to act coherently in respect to the world, for the 
fundamental reason that the world is a collection of perpetually 
shifting fragments rather than a unified, stable and coherent whole. 
To think or act in a coherent manner is therefore either repressive 
(in that it forces order upon something which is intrinsically 
disordered) or illusory (in that it ignores the way the world actually 
is). Political correctness suggests that the idea of ‘truth’ can 
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approach intellectual Fascism, on account of its authoritarian 
overtones. Allan Bloom summarizes this outlook in The Closing of 
the American Mind: 


The danger . . . is not error but intolerance. Relativism is 
necessary to openness; and this is the virtue, the only virtue, 
which all primary education for more than fifty years has 
dedicated itself to inculcating. Openness -~ and the relativism 
that makes it the only plausible stance in the face of various 
claims to truth and the various ways of life and kinds of human 
beings - is the great insight of our times. The true believer is 
the real danger. The study of history and of culture teaches that 
all the world was mad in the past; men always thought they 
were right, and that led to wars, persecutions, slavery, 
xenophobia, racism and chauvinism. The point is not to correct 
the mistakes and really be right; rather it is not to think that 
you are right at all.” 


Yet beneath all the rhetoric about ‘openness’ and ‘toleration’ 
lies a profoundly disturbing possibility ~ that people may base their 
lives upon an illusion, upon a blatant lie, or that present patterns 
of oppression may continue, and be justified, upon the basis of 
beliefs or outlooks which are false. Even the most tolerant pluralist 
has difficulties with that aspect of Hinduism which justifies the 
inequalities of Indian society by its insistence upon a fixed social 
order, or forcibly burning alive a widow on her late husband’s 
funeral pyre. 

Furthermore, the attractiveness of a belief is all too often 
inversely proportional to its truth. In the sixteenth century, the 
radical writer and preacher Thomas Muiintzer led a revolt of 
German peasants against their political masters. On the morning of 
the decisive encounter between the peasants and the armies of the 
German princes, Miintzer promised that those who followed him 
would be unscathed by the weapons of their enemies. Encouraged 
by this attractive and meaningful belief, the peasants went into 
battle, filled with hope. 

The outcome was a catastrophe. Six thousand of their number 
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were slaughtered in the ensuing battle, and six hundred captured. 
Barely a handful escaped. Their belief in invulnerability was 
relevant. It was attractive. It was meaningful. It was also a crude 
and cruel lie, without any foundation in truth. The last hours of 
that pathetic group of trusting men rested on an utter illusion. It 
was only when the first salvoes cut some of their number to 
ribbons that they realized that they had been deceived. 

To allow criteria such as ‘tolerance’ and ‘openness’ to be given 
greater weight than ‘truth’ is, quite simply, a mark of intellectual 
shallowness and moral irresponsibility. The first, and most 
fundamental, of all questions must be: is it true? Is this worthy of 
belief and trust? Truth is certainly no guarantee of relevance — but 
no-one can build his or her personal life around a lie. A belief 
system, however consoling and reassuring, may prove to be false in 
itself, or rest upon utterly spurious foundations. 

If I were to insist that the American Declaration of 
Independence took place in 1789, despite all the evidence which 
unequivocally points to the year 1776, I could expect no 
commendations for maintaining my intellectual freedom or personal 
integrity; nor could I expect to receive tolerance from my fellow 
historians. The much-vaunted virtue of academic ‘openness’ would 
be rendered ridiculous were it to allow me to be taken seriously. I 
would simply be obstinately and stubbornly wrong, incapable of 
responding to evidence which demanded a truthful decision. An 
obedient response to truth is a mark of intellectual integrity. It 
marks a willingness to hear what purports to be the truth, to judge 
it, and, if it is found to be true, to accept it willingly. Truth 
demands to be accepted, because it inherently deserves to be 
accepted - and acted upon. Academic integrity and political 
responsibility alike demand a passionate commitment to 
discovering, telling and acting upon the truth. It is important to 
insist, not just that truth matters, but that Christianity is true. 

Stanley Hauerwas once wrote that ‘the only reason for being a 
Christian . . . is because Christian convictions are true’.” Princeton 
philosopher Diogenes Allen tells the story of the person who asked 
him why he should go to church when he had no religious needs. 
‘Because Christianity’s true’, was Allen’s riposte.*° Gordon Lewis’s 
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book Testing Christianity’s Truth Claims*’ is important, not simply 
on account of its documentation of recent developments in 
apologetics, but because it firmly declares that truth claims are 
being made, that they are capable of being tested, and that, as a 
matter of principle, they ought to be tested. And if pluralism is 
resistant to having zts truth claims tested, it can hardly expect to be 
taken seriously, save by those who - for the culturally conditioned 
moment - share its prejudices. It will be a sad day when a claim to 
be telling the truth is met with the reply that there is no truth to 
tell, or that telling the truth is tantamount to oppression. 

To postmodern suggestions that ‘truth is fascist’, or that all 
worldviews are equally valid, or that something can be ‘true for me’ 
but not ‘true’, the following questions might be raised. Is Fascism 
as equally true (or perhaps we should say ‘valid’) as democratic 
libertarianism? Consider the person who believes, passionately and 
sincerely, that it is an excellent thing to burn widows alive on 
Hindu funeral pyres. Or the person who argues that it was 
entirely proper to gas millions of Jews during the Nazi period. Such 
beliefs may certainly be ‘true for them’. But can they be allowed to 
pass unchallenged? Are they as valid as beliefs such as that one 
ought to live in peace and tolerance with one’s neighbours, 


| including Jews? The moral seriousness of such questions often acts 
' as the intellectual equivalent of a battering-ram, bringing out the 


fact that certain views just cannot be allowed to be true. There 
must be some criteria, some standards of judgment, which allow 


one to exclude certain viewpoints as unacceptable. Otherwise, 


postmodernism will be seen to be uncritical and naive, a breeding- 


‘ground of the political and moral complacency which allowed the 


rise of the Third Reich back in the 1930s. Even postmodernism has 
difficulties in allowing that Nazism is a good thing. Yet precisely 
that danger lies there, as evidenced by the celebrated remark of 
Sartre: ‘Tomorrow, after my death, certain people may decide to 
establish Fascism, and the others may be cowardly or miserable 


enough to let them get away with it. At that moment, Fascism will 


be the truth of man.’ 
This is an important point, perhaps the point at which 
postmodernism is at its most vulnerable. To lend extra weight to 
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it, we may consider the consequences of the ethical views of Michel 
Foucault and Jean-Francois Lyotard, generally regarded as two of 
the intellectual pillars of postmodern thought. 

Foucault argues passionately, in a series of highly original and 
creative works, that the very idea of ‘truth’ grows out of the 
interests of the powerful. Lying behind this can be discerned a 
direct engagement with the Nietzschean notion of ‘will to power’, 
with its implications for the concept of ‘truth’. For Foucault, 
there is a direct line of connection between truth and power. 
‘Truth’ can support systems of repression, by identifying standards 
to which people can be forced to conform. Thus what is ‘mad’ or 
‘criminal’ does not depend upon some objective criterion, but upon 
the standards and interests of those in authority. Each society has 
its ‘general politics of truth’, which serves its vested interests. 

‘Truth’ thus serves the interests of society, by perpetuating its 
ideology, and providing a rational justification for the 
imprisonment or elimination of those who happen to contradict its 
general outlook. And philosophy can too easily become an 
accomplice in this repression, by providing the oppressors with 
rational arguments to justify their practices. Knowledge is 
inextricably linked with power. Philosophers have allowed society 
to believe that it was persecuting its marginal elements on the basis 
of ‘truth’ or ‘morality’ - universal and objective standards of 
morality, of what is right and wrong - rather than on the basis of 
its own vested interests. The basic Enlightenment belief in the 
goodness of knowledge is thus called into question. Knowledge can 
enslave as much as it can liberate. The task of philosophy is 
therefore to criticize, in order that emancipation may result. 


Philosophy is precisely the challenging of all phenomena of 
domination at whatever level or under whatever form they 
present themselves - political, economic, sexual, institutional, 
and so on. This critical function of philosophy, up to a certain 
point, emerges right from the Socratic imperative: ‘Be 
concerned with yourself’, i.e., ground yourself in liberty, 
through the mastery of self.” 
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For such reasons, Foucault believes that the very idea of 
objective truth or morality must be challenged. Ideas - such as 
‘truth’ - which legitimate or perpetuate repression are to be 
spurned. This belief has passed into the structure of much of 
postmodernism. But is it right? Is not the truth that Foucault’s 
criticism actually rests upon a set of quite definite beliefs about 
what is right and what is wrong? To give an illustration: 
throughout Foucault’s writings, we find a passionate belief that 
repression is wrong. Foucault himself is thus committed to an 
objective moral value - that freedom is to be preferred to 
repression. Foucault’s critique of morality actually presupposes 
certain moral values. Beneath his critique of conventional ethics lies 
a hidden set of moral values, and an unacknowledged commitment 
to them. Foucault’s critique of the moral values of society seems to 
leave him without any moral values of his own - yet his critique 
of social values rests upon his own intuitively accepted (rather than 
explicitly acknowledged and theoretically justified) moral values, 
which he clearly expects his readers to share. 

Yet why is struggle preferable to submission? Why is freedom 
to be chosen, rather than repression? And what moral frameworks 
or criteria are proposed, by which this implicit assumption may be 
defended? These normative questions demand answers, if Foucault’s 
position can be justified - yet Foucault has vigorously rejected an 
appeal to general normative principles as an integral part of his 
method. In effect, he makes an appeal to sentimentality rather than 
to reason, to pathos rather than to principles. That many shared 
his intuitive dislike of repression ensured he was well received - but 
the fundamental question remains unanswered. Why is repression 
wrong? And that same question awaits a convincing answer from 
postmodernism, which is vulnerable precisely where Foucault 1s 
vulnerable. As Ben Meyer so devastatingly commented: 


The followers of Nietzsche and Foucault are passionately 
persuaded that truth is a mere rhetorical device employed in the 
service of oppresion, and say so at length. What, then, is the 
status of their saying so? We should give them their choice. Is 
it false? Or in the service of oppression?” 
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Postmodernism thus denies in fact what it affirms in theory. Even 
the casual question ‘Is postmodernism true?’ innocently raises 
fundamental criteriological questions which postmodernism finds 
embarrassingly difficult to handle. 

It is now widely accepted that there is an inner contradiction 
at this point, similar to that pointed out by Francis Schaeffer in the 
case of the ethical nihilism of Jean-Paul Sartre. Sartre’s fundamental 
point was that ethics was something of an irrelevance. If there was 
any ethical component to an action, it lay in the exercise of choice, 
not the moral decision reached. This famous attitude attracted 
considerable attention. Then Sartre signed the Algerian Manifesto 
- a protest against the continuing French occupation of Algeria. 
Events in the real world called into question his ethical views. 


[Sartre] took up a deliberately moral attitude and said it was an 
unjust and dirty war. His left-wing political position which he 
took up is another illustration of the same inconsistency. As far 
as many secular existentialists have been concerned, from the 
moment Sartre signed the Algerian Manifesto he was regarded 
as an apostate from his own position, and toppled from his 
place of leadership of the avant-garde.” 


This illustrates Schaeffer’s point that Sartre and other nihilists 
‘could not live with the conclusions of their system’ - and so points 
to the need for the evangelical apologist to explore what those 
conclusions might be. “The more logical a man who holds a non- 
Christian position is to his own presuppositions, the further he is 
from the real world; and the nearer he is to the real world, the 
more illogical he is to his own presuppositions. ® Foucault’s anti- 
oppressional ethics would seem to be a case in point, in that they 
illustrate the need for foundational principles which Foucault has 
declared in advance to be oppressive themselves. Yet it is not as 
simple as this. 

Foucault seems to assume that the use of force is associated only 
with injustice. But is this really the case? In a recent essay on the 
nature of cruelty, Helé Béji notes that ‘the one thing which justice 
shares with injustice is that they both need to be exercised with the 
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authority of force’.*° The essential point at issue is that people need 
to be persuaded that ‘justice’ is in their own interest before they 
will serve it. For evangelicalism, one central aspect of the doctrine 
of original sin is that humanity is radically self-centred, having no 
place for altruism unless its own specific interests are thereby 
served. One of the central merits of the political philosophy of 
Thomas Hobbes and Jeremy Bentham is that it explicitly recognizes 
that human beings are ‘deficient in altruism and therefore require 
the threat of coercion to encourage them to seek majority interests 
rather than their own’.*' Foucault seems either to define justice in 
terms purely of individual fulfilment and self-gratification, or else 
to remain innocent of the harsher realities of human behaviour. 

As noted above, Foucault is unable to offer any normative 
standard by which one might be able to distinguish acceptable 
social régimes (such as the liberal-democratic) from unacceptable 
totalitarian régimes. This point was noted and developed in Michael 
Walzer’s essay ‘The Politics of Michel Foucault’,” which remains 
one of the most penetrating analyses of Foucault’s moral and social 
thought to have appeared to date. Walzer argues that, in the end, 
Foucault must be recognized ‘as a ‘moral as well as a political 
anarchist’. It is, of course, possible to argue that this may amount 
to a misrepresentation of Foucault. However, this objection raises 
the whole question of ‘authorial intent’. Foucault’s career could 
easily be seen as representing a sustained effort to destroy the idea 
that the reading of a text involves issues of truth or falsehood in 
respect of its interpretation. For Foucault, what the author intended 
tO mean in a given text is of no importance; texts - including 
Foucault’s own texts - can be read in a variety of ways, all of 
which are equally valid. 

However, Walzer’s point seems impossible to discredit. Ethics 
are the free creation of individuals, and do not have universal 
validity and force.” They are something created by individuals, 
which need not and cannot be justified or criticized by an appeal 
to any universal concept of justice or ethical criterion. To do so is 
either an act of delusion or attempted oppression. Foucault’s ethics 
are a radical self-creation. As Richard Rorty, perhaps the most 
distinguished American philosopher to develop Foucault’s dislike 
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of general principles and normative standards, remarks, a 
consequence of this approach must be the recognition that 


There is nothing deep down inside us except what we have put 
there ourselves, no criterion that we have not created in the 
course of creating a practice, no standard of rationality that is 
not an appeal to such a criterion, no rigorous argumentation 
that is not obedience to our own conventions.” 


But if this approach is right, what justification could be given for 
opposing Nazism? Or Stalinism? Rorty cannot give a justification 
for the moral or political rejection of totalitarianism, as he himself 
concedes. If he is right, Rorty admits, then he has to acknowledge 
that 


When the secret police come, when the torturers violate the 
innocent, there is nothing to be said to them of the form 
‘There is something within you which you are betraying. 
Though you embody the practices of a totalitarian society, 
which will endure forever, there is something beyond those 
practices which condemns you.” 


It is difficult to avoid the conclusion that, for Rorty, the truth of 
moral values depends simply upon their existence. And it is at this 
point that many postmodernists feel deeply uneasy. Something 
seems to be wrong here. And this sense of unease is an important 
point of entry for the Christian insistence that, in the first place, 
truth matters, and in the second, that it is accessible. This point will 
be reinforced by considering the position of Lyotard on this point. 

Lyotard argues that one immediate result of the inherent 
diversity of the postmodern world must be the abandonment of any 
notion of a moral or intellectual ‘consensus’. Yet Lyotard is 
reluctant to draw the conclusion that ‘justice’ ceases to be a 
universal notion. Although he ruthlessly dismisses the idea of 
‘consensus’ as ‘an outmoded and suspect value’, he explicitly 
excludes justice from this judgment. Yet how can justice be a 
universal value, given the presuppositions of postmodernity? 
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Lyotard is silent in this respect, probably aware that pursuit of this 
question would do little to advance his theoretical cause. 

This commitment to relativism can also be seen in Lyotard’s 
attitude to the natural sciences. For Lyotard, the natural sciences 
depend upon ‘paralogy’ - that is, faulty or even contradictory 
reasoning, which abandons any claim to be in possession of or 
governed by centralizing narratives. 


Postmodern science - by concerning itself with such things as 
undecidables, the limits of precise control, conflicts 
characterized by incomplete information, ‘fracta’, catastrophes 
and pragmatic paradoxes - is theorizing its own evolution as 
discontinuous, catastrophic, non-rectiftable, and paradoxical. It 
is changing the meaning of the word knowledge, while 
expressing how such a change can take place. It is producing 
not the known, but the unknown.” 


This account of the methods, goals and achievements of the natural 
sciences simply cannot be taken seriously. As Steven Connor points 
out, there is a serious disjunction between Lyotard’s approach and 
the realities of the empirical sciences. 


Lyotard paints a picture of the dissolution of the sciences into 
a frenzy of relativism in which the only aim is to bound 
gleefully out of the confinement of musty old paradigms and to 
trample operational procedures underfoot in the quest for 
exotic forms of illogic. But this is simply not the case. If some 
forms of the pure sciences, mathematics and theoretical physics 
again being the obvious examples, are concerned with the 
exploration of different structures of thought for understanding 
reality, then this still remains bound, by and large, to models 
of rationality, consensus and correspondence to demonstrable 
truths.” 


Arguments such as these will probably cut little ice with a 


postmodern audience, who may feel inclined to dismiss such appeals 
to ‘values’ or ‘truth’ as an irrelevance, given their presuppositions. 
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But the considerations I have noted above are not necessarily aimed 
at a committed postmodern constituency. I have two specific 
audiences in mind. 

1. An evangelical constituency, which needs to have its 
confidence in its own arguments and rationalities bolstered. These 
arguments will reinforce and encourage evangelicals in their 
convictions, confirming the plausibility and integrity of their beliefs 
in the face of postmodern criticism. 

2. A wider public, overhearing this conversation between 
evangelicalism and postmodernism. Such an audience is likely to be 
dismayed by the practical implications of the postmodern dismissal 
of truth, even if postmoderns themselves can live with them. The 
considerations noted above serve to undermine the public 
plausibility of postmodernism, by demonstrating the incongruity of 
postmodernism at a series of vital junctures. If the evangelical 
cannot persuade the postmodern of the importance of the truth 
question, he or she can show that postmodernism stands defenceless 
in the public arena, charged with lending covert support to beliefs 
and practices which are regarded with intense distaste by the 
population as a whole. 


Conclusion 


The present chapter has surveyed the complex network of issues 
relating to the rise of both modernism and postmodernism, and 
their impact upon evangelicalism. It will be clear that my 
fundamental belief is that evangelicalism demonstrates a high degree 
of resilience and coherence in the face of the very different 
challenges posed by each of these worldviews, one of which seeks 
to justify totalization, and the other fragmentation. 

In the past, evangelicalism was confronted with the challenge of 
modernity. It chose, for reasons which it regarded as convincing, to 
meet this challenge using the methods and assumptions of its rival. 
Evangelicalism, perhaps having gained the impression during the 
nineteenth century that modernity was here to stay, allowed itself 
to incorporate several critical aspects of the modern worldview into 
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its apologetic strategy, and gives at least some indication of having 
allowed them also to exert a degree of covert influence upon its 
theological methods. The time has come for evangelicalism to purge 
itself of the remaining foundational influences of the 
Enlightenment, not simply because the Enlightenment is over, but 
because of the danger of allowing ideas whose origins and 
legitimation lie outside the Christian gospel to exercise a decisive 
influence on that gospel. Evangelicalism has yet to complete the 
apologetic and theological adjustment to the decline of modernity; 
this task remains a priority for the movement.” 

Yet the slow if inexorable demise of moderity does not mean 
that evangelicalism need take on board the postmodern agenda. 
Indeed, evangelicalism provides a significant vantage-point from 
which to critique aspects of the postmodern worldview, not least 
its apparent over-reaction to the Enlightenment emphasis on truth. 
Truth remains a matter which is of passionate importance to 
evangelicalism, even if there is considerable cultural pressure in 
western society to conform to its prevailing ‘my view is as good as 
yours’ outlook. That pressure is perhaps most intensely focused and 
experienced in relation to the issues raised by religious pluralism, 
to which we now turn. 
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Evangelicalism is adamant that the Christian gospel is unique, and 
cannot be confused or identified with any other religion or 
philosophy of life. This vigorous defence of the distinctiveness of 
the gospel, which is rigorously grounded in a set of coherent 
Christological affirmations concerning the uniqueness of the person 
and work of Jesus Christ, is regarded with hostility by many, on 
account of its negative implications for the liberal attempt to treat 
all religions as essentially identical (despite their superficial 
differences) and equally valid outlooks on life. 

It is often suggested that the issue of religious pluralism is 
something new, which introduced hitherto unimagined difficulties 
in the path of Christian claims, particularly those concerning the 
uniqueness and finality of Jesus Christ. It needs to be pointed out, 
however, that religious pluralism was as much a fact of life in the 
context in which Paul first preached the gospel in Europe as it is 
today. The rise of pluralism poses no fundamental objection to the 
theory or practice of Christian evangelism; indeed, if anything, it 
brings us closer to the world of the New Testament itself. 
Commenting on the situation confronted by the early church, as 
described in the Acts of the Apostles, leading evangelist Michael 
Green remarks: 


I find it ironic that people object to the proclamation of the 


Christian gospel these days because so many other faiths jostle 
on the doorstep of our global village. What’s new? The variety 
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of faiths in antiquity was even greater than it is today. And the 
early Christians, making as they did ultimate claims for Jesus, 
met the problem of other faiths head-on from the very outset. 
Their approach was interesting . . . They did not denounce 
other faiths. They simply proclaimed Jesus with all the power 
and persuasiveness at their disposal.’ 


Religious pluralism has become an issue of substantially greater 
importance today for a number of reasons, including the rise of a 
strongly rights-orientated western culture, especially in the United 
States, linked with a political polity which does not wish to 
disadvantage anyone on account of his or her religious beliefs. It 1s 
important to appreciate that a cultural issue is often linked in with 
this debate: to defend Christianity is to be seen to belittle non- 
Christian religions, which is unacceptable in a multicultural society. 
This point is brought out clearly by the Roman Catholic writer 
Joseph A. Di Noia, OP, who described his experience as one of five 
panelists at a recent meeting of theologians convened to discuss the 
question ‘Is Jesus Christ the unique mediator of salvation?’ D1 Noia 
was the only panelist to offer an unequivocally positive answer to 
this question; the other four were reluctant to do so, on account of 
their belief that such an affirmation would be offensive to other 
religions.’ 

Especially to those of liberal political convictions, the 
multicultural agenda demands that religions should not be 
permitted to make truth claims, in order to avoid triumphalism or 
imperialism. Indeed, there seems to be a widespread perception that 
the rejection of religious pluralism entails intolerance, or 
unacceptable claims to exclusivity. In effect, the liberal political 
agenda dictates that all religions should be treated on an equal 
footing. It is, however, a small step from this essentially political 
judgment concerning toleration to the theological declaration that 
all religions are the same. Indeed, those who are totally committed 
to a pluralist worldview seem to think that it is vital to the future 
of human civilization to treat ‘the great religious traditions as 
different ways of conceiving and experiencing the one ultimate 
divine reality’. But is there any reason for progressing from the 
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entirely laudable and acceptable demand that we should respect 
religions other than our own, to the more radical demand that we 
regard them all as the same, or as equally valid manifestations of 
some ‘ultimate divine reality’, or as equally valid routes to a 
common salvation? 


The nature of pluralism 


The rise of an ideology of religious pluralism - which is best seen 
as a subcategory of intellectual and cultural pluralism in its own 
right, rather than as a specific entity - is the consequence not so 
much of any perception of a weakness on the part of Christianity, 
but as of the collapse of the Enlightenment idea of universal 
knowledge. It is true that attention is sometimes diverted from the 
collapse of the Enlightenment vision by implying that religious 
pluralism represents a new and unanswerable challenge to 
Christianity itself. The Princeton theologian Diogenes Allen rightly 
dismisses this as a spurious claim: 


Many have been driven to relativism by the collapse of the 
Enlightenment’s confidence in the power of reason to provide 
foundations for our truth-claims and to achieve finality in our 
search for truth in the various disciplines. Much of the distress 
concerning pluralism and relativism which is voiced today 
springs from a crisis in the secular mentality of modern western 
culture, not from a crisis in Christianity itself.‘ 


Yet these relativistic assumptions have become deeply ingrained 
within secular society, particularly within postmodernism, often 
with the specific assumption that they are to the detriment of 
Christian faith. 

Commenting on the theme of ‘the gospel in a pluralist society’, 
Lesslie Newbigin remarks: 


It has become a commonplace to say that we live in a pluralist 
society - not merely a society which is in fact plural in the 
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variety of cultures, religions and lifestyles which it embraces, 
but pluralist in the sense that this plurality is celebrated as a 
thing to be approved and cherished.’ 


Newbigin here makes a distinction between pluralism as a fact of 
life, and pluralism as an ideology - that is, the belief that pluralism 
is to be encouraged and desired, and that normative claims to truth 
are to be censured as imperialist and divisive. The former is 
uncontentious; typically, however, prescriptive pluralists tend to use 
the obviousness of the former to smuggle in the latter. In what 
follows, I shall refer to the former as ‘descriptive pluralism’ and the 
latter as ‘prescriptive pluralism’. Pluralism, in the descriptive sense 
of the term, has been explicitly recognized by Christian theology 
in its formative periods. The early Christian proclamation took 
place in a pluralist world, in competition with rival religious and 
intellectual convictions, whether we consider the emergence of the 
gospel within the matrix of Judaism or the later expansion of the 
gospel in a Hellenistic milieu. The proclamation and consolidation 
of the gospel within a religiously pluralist context subsequently 
continued, as can be seen from the expansion of the church in 
pagan Rome, the establishment of the Mar Thoma church in 
southern India, or the uneasy co-existence of Christianity and Islam 
during the period of the Islamic Caliphate. All of these are 
examples of situations in which Christian apologists and 
theologians, not to mention ordinary Christian believers, have been 
aware that there are religious alternatives to Christianity on offer.’ 

It is quite possible that this insight may have been lost to at 
least some popular British or American religious writers of the late 
nineteenth or early twentieth centuries. For such writers, pluralism 
might have meant little more than a variety of forms of 
Protestantism, while ‘different religions’ would probably have been 
understood to refer simply to the age-old tension between 
Protestantism and Roman Catholicism. Pluralism was situated and 
contained within a Christian context. In part, this reflects a general 
trend within European culture, particularly during the eighteenth 
century, which tended to generalize about ‘Asian’ or ‘eastern’ 
peoples, without any real understanding of their religious or 
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cultural heritages.’ Islam, for example, was generally regarded with 
both ignorance and distaste.’ Montesquieu spoke of its spread in 
Asia, Europe and Africa as ‘the eclipse of half of the world’. In his 
Natural History of Religion, David Hume treated ‘Mahometanism’ 
as an oppressive and intolerant religion. Serious consideration of 
non-western religions was thus significantly impeded by a more 
general western ignorance of foreign cultures. Western theology was 
simply not in any position to reflect on the relation of the 
religions, partly on account of a lack of any real knowledge of their 
contents, and partly through an absence of any social pressure to 
consider the issues. Apart from a few desultory attempts on the 
part of some Enlightenment writers to argue that all positive 
religions represent the corruption of an original ‘religion of nature’, 
the issue remained unexamined. 

The new social conditions that emerged in many western cities 
during the second half of the twentieth century as a result of 
immigration from Africa, south-east Asia, and the Indian 
subcontinent has led to a radical change in settled western attitudes 
towards other religions. In England, Hinduism and Islam have 
become foci of identity for ethnic minorities. France has been 
shaken by the new presence of Islam through immigration from its 
former North African colonies. The great cities of Australia and the 
western seaboard of North America have become home to large 
numbers of peoples from south-east Asia, so that ‘eastern religions’ 
(to use an ethnocentric term typical of the western tendency to 
stereotype) are a familiar presence in these regions. As a result, 
western theologians (who still seem to dominate global discussion 
of such issues) have at long last become aware of and begun to 
address matters which are routine facts of everyday life for 
Christians in many parts of the world, and have been so for 
centuries. 

Yet often, as we shall see, this belated awakening to religious 
pluralism is often formulated and discussed on the basis of a set of 
western liberal, rather than Christian, assumptions. Furthermore, 
the theological approaches to other religions developed within non- 
western Christian communities with long histories of existence in 
a religiously pluralist culture have not had any impact on western 
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theology. The approaches adopted are based on western 
assumptions, either explicitly stated on the part of western 
theologians, or somewhat passively accepted by those from such 
regions of the world who have been educated in an allegedly more 
advanced western context. We shall explore this presently by 
looking at that elusive word ‘religion’ in a little more depth. 

The basic phenomenon of pluralism, then, is nothing new. 
What is new is the intellectual response to this phenomenon: the 
suggestion that plurality of beliefs is not merely a matter of 
observable fact, but is theoretically justified - in intellectual and 
cultural life in general, and in particularly in relation to the 
religions. Claims by any one group or individual to have any 
exclusive hold on ‘truth’ are thus treated as the intellectual 
equivalent of Fascism. This form of pluralism is strongly 
prescriptive, seeking to lay down what may be believed, rather than 
merely describe what is believed. Significantly, as we shall see, the 
first casualty of the prescriptive pluralist agenda is truth. 

My basic concern is to show that such forms of prescriptive 
pluralism are fatally flawed and riddled with internal contradictions, 
and that they fail to correspond with the world as it really is. In 
other words, they are compromised by a series of fatal intra- 
paradigmatic and extra-paradigmatic inconsistencies, which cumulate 
to render them implausible, save to those who are totally 
precommitted to them for cultural reasons. My approach involves 
bringing to the level of conscious articulation some of the central 
presuppositions and methods of a pluralist ideology, in order to 
subject them to the critical scrutiny which is so long overdue. My 
anxiety, shared by many other Christians, is that some mainline 
churches are rushing into commitment to some kind of pluralist 
outlook, without giving the issue the full care and attention which 
it so obviously demands. 

Sadly - indeed, ironically - my conclusion is not merely that 
prescriptive pluralism is intellectually vacuous at certain critical 
junctures; it also seems guilty of precisely the dogmatism and 
imperialism of which orthodox Christians are so freely (and 
uncritically) accused. The idea of a dogmatic liberalism may seem 
a contradiction in terms. Nevertheless, under serious threat from a 
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spiritually and intellectually renewed evangelicalism, liberalism 
seems, to many observers, to have retreated into defensive positions, 
which it is prepared to maintain with all the vigour of an 
Athanasius defending the divinity of Christ against the world. A 
pluralist ideology has become an integral part, perhaps even a 
cornerstone, of that defensive strategy. For this reason, it is 
important to probe the foundations of that ideology. 


What is religion? 


An example of excessive reliance upon western categories can be 
seen in relation to the term ‘religion’ itself. The word ‘religion’ 
needs further examination. In his classic, but highly problematic, 
work The Golden Bough (1890), Sir James Frazer made the 
fundamental point that ‘there is probably no subject in the world 
about which opinions differ so much as the nature of religion, and 
to frame a definition of it which would satisfy everyone must 
obviously be impossible’. Yet there has recently been a determined 
effort within liberalism to reduce all religions to the same basic 
global phenomenon. 

Earlier, we noted the attempts of various liberal writers to treat 
‘culture’ and ‘experience’ as universals, capable of avoiding the 
particularism which they felt to be such an unacceptable feature of 
traditional Christian thought. In much the same way, ‘religion’ - 
or, occasionally, the hybrid category of ‘religious experience’ — is 
introduced as a third potential universal, in an attempt to avoid 
particularity. Each of these three, however, is simply a pseudo- 
universal notion, deriving what little credibility it possesses from 
the totalizing agenda of their proponents. This is now especially 
clear in the case of the category of ‘religion’, which is widely 
conceded to be a false category, incapable of bearing the theological 
strain of the more adventurous and ambitious pluralist theologies 
erected upon its spurious foundation. 

There is clearly a question of intellectual power here, raising the 
agenda noted by Michel Foucault. Who makes the rules which 
establish what is a religion, and what is not? The rules of this game 
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determine the outcome: so who decides on them? The answer to 
this question is quite simple: the rules have been drawn up and 
‘policed’ - to use Foucault’s term, with all the authoritarian 
overtones it rightly implies - by liberal western academics, on the 
basis of a set of politically correct assumptions which bear little 
relation to the empirical realities of the religions. 

Yet many liberal writers are anxious about the violation of the 
integrity of the different religions which this homogenizing 
approach entails. David Tracy is an example of a liberal theologian 
who is profoundly sceptical of such an approach, pointing out that, 
as a matter of simple observation, there ‘is no single essence, no one 
content of enlightenment or revelation, no one way of 
emancipation or liberation’ to be discerned within the religions of 
the world.'! Underlying much recent western liberal discussion of 
‘the religions’ is the assumption that ‘religion’ is universally a 
genus, an agreed category. In fact, it is nothing of the sort. In an 
important recent study, the Cambridge theologian John Milbank 
makes the point that the ‘assumption about a religious genus’ 1s 
central to 


. the more recent mode of encounter as dialogue, but it 
would be a mistake to imagine that it arose simultaneously 
among all the participants as the recognition of an evident 
truth. On the contrary, it is clear that the other religions were 
taken by Christian thinkers to be species of the genus ‘religion’, 
because these thinkers systematically subsumed alien cultural 
phenomena under categories which comprise western notions 
of what constitutes religious thought and practice. These false 
categorizations have often been accepted by western-educated 
representatives of the other religions themselves, who are 
unable to resist the politically imbued rhetorical force of 
western discourse.” 


Ninian Smart has also made the point that much of the loose talk 
about ‘classical religion’ actually means western classical, and is 
therefore a reflection of western culture, rather than a universal 
category.” 
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We must therefore be intensely suspicious of the naive 
assumption, common to western students of religion (and 
ultimately reflecting their culturally conditioned outlook), that 
‘religion’ is a well-defined category, which can be sharply and 
surgically distinguished from ‘culture’ as a whole. The fact that 
classical Greek mythology, Confucianism, Taoism, the various and 
diverse religions of India which have been misleadingly brought 
together under the generic term ‘Hinduism’, Christianity, totemism 
and animism can all be called ‘religions’ points to this being an 
alarmingly broad and diffuse category, without any real 
distinguishing features. Again, John B. Cobb, Jr, a pioneer of 
Christian-Buddhist dialogue, comments: 


I see no a priori reason to assume that religion has an essence 
or that the great religious traditions are well understood as 
religions, that is, as traditions for which being religious is the 
central goal. I certainly see no empirical evidence in favor of 
this view. I see only scholarly habit and the power of language 
to mislead.” 


The first step in addressing religious pluralism is to eliminate 
notions of religion which reflect western cultural bias. There is no 
place in global theology for an ethnocentric notion of ‘religion’, so 
clearly reflecting western assumptions and misunderstandings of 
non-western cultural phenomena. Western theology has singularly 
failed to do this. Sociology has been much more open to respecting 
the astonishing variety of beliefs within the religions. As Anthony 
Giddens, professor of sociology at the University of Cambridge, 
points out, ‘religion’ cannot be defined in western terms: 


First, religion should not be identified with monotheism . . . 
Most religions involve several deities . . . In certain religions 
there are no gods at all. Second, religion should not be 
identified with moral prescriptions controlling the behaviour of 
believers . . . Third, religion is not necessarily concerned with 
explaining how the world came to be as it is . . . Fourth, 
religion cannot be identified with the supernatural, as 
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intrinsically involving belief in a universe ‘beyond the realm of 


the senses’. 


In short, there is a need to respect the individuality of what we still 
insist on referring to as ‘religions’, instead of constructing artificial 
and reductionist definitions of what ‘religion’ is. This is simply 
cultural imperialism, in which western liberal - not Christian - 
understandings of ‘religion’ have been imposed globally. It amounts 
to what Michel Foucault referred to as ‘policing’ ~ that is to say, a 
repressive enforcement of a predetermined notion of what 
something or someone should be, rather than a willingness to 
accept them for what they actually are. This is a classic example of 
the ‘fetish of totalization’, so characteristic of modernity, and so 
vigorously contested by postmodern writers (see pp. 179-196). This 
point seems to have been appreciated in more recent discussions, 
even if its full implications for a pluralist perspective have yet to be 
explored. Paul Knitter has noted how, in his own thinking, he has 
been guilty of ‘implicitly, unconsciously, but still imperialistically 
imposing our notions of Deity or the Ultimate on other believers 
who, like many Buddhists, may not even wish to speak about God 
or who experience the Ultimate as Sunyata, which has nothing or 
little to do with what Christians experience and call God’.’® 

Generalizations may be helpful in allowing us to understand 
religions; yet such generalizations are only descriptions and can 
never be permitted to become instead prescriptions of what religion 
can and cannot be. The whole issue of religious pluralism has been 
fatally flawed by a mentality which demands that all shall be 
reduced to the same mould. Perhaps most arrogant of all is the 
(happily increasingly rare) use of the term ‘higher religions’ to refer 
to those religions which are regarded as superior to others, on the 
basis of western sensibilities. The use of such terms is insulting and 
degrading to the religions of sub-saharan Africa in particular, and 
ought to be abandoned. At best, they are meaningless, and have 
value only to those with reductionist agendas; at worst, they are 
imperialist and offensive. 

Any discussion about the place of Christianity among the world 
religions must be conducted on the basis of mutual respect, both on 
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the part of Christians for those who are not Christians, and on the 
part of those who are not Christians for those who are. This 
respect can be expressed in dialogue, which is to be understood as 
an attempt on the part of people with different beliefs to gain a 
better understanding of each other. But this dialogue cannot be 
conducted on the basis of the deeply patronizing assumption that 
‘everyone is saying the same thing’. Dialogue implies respect, but 
does not presuppose agreement. Yet that word ‘dialogue’ needs 
further exploration. 


Dialogue and mutual respect 


Every now and then, one gains the impression that a word has 
become overworked, and is increasingly incapable of bearing the 
strain that has been placed upon it. The word ‘dialogue’ has had the 
misfortune to be treated in this way in recent years. The literature 
of pluralism is saturated with this word, almost to the point of 
inducing an intellectual torpor on the part of its unfortunate 
readers. This fixation is understandable, given the presuppositions 
of pluralism, especially the unjustified (and, in any case, 
unjustifiable) foundational belief that ‘religion’ constitutes a genus. 
If the pluralist assumption that the various religions, as members of 
a common genus, must be understood to complement one another 
is correct, it follows that truth does not lie in an ‘either-or’ but in 
a ‘both-and’ approach. 

This naturally leads to the idea that dialogue between religions 
can lead to an enhancement of truth, in that the limited 
perspectives of one religion can be complemented by the differing 
perspectives of another. As all religions are held to relate to the 
same reality, dialogue thus constitutes a privileged mode of access 
to truth. 

Yet the time has surely come to emancipate ‘dialogue’ from the 
bonds of such assumptions. It is perfectly possible for the Christian 
to engage in dialogue with non-Christians, whether of a religious 
persuasion or not, without in any way being committed to the 
intellectually shallow and paternalist view that ‘we’re all saying the 
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same thing’.”” As Paul Griffiths and Delmas Lewis put it in an aptly 
entitled article, ‘it is both logically and practically possible for us, 
as Christians, to respect and revere worthy representatives of other 
traditions while still believing - on rational grounds - that some 
aspects of their world-view are simply mistaken’. Contrary to 
John Hick’s homogenizing approach, John V. Taylor remarked that 
dialogue is ‘a sustained conversation between parties who are not 
saying the same thing and who recognize and respect the 
differences, the contradictions, and the mutual exclusions between 
their various ways of thinking’.”” Dialogue thus implies respect, not 
agreement, between parties. It has become an essential aspect of the 
ethos of civility characteristic of western culture. 

The distinctive emphasis placed upon ‘dialogue’ within 
pluralism seems to rest upon a Socratic model of dialogue.” Such 
an approach assumes that the participants in the dialogue are all 
speaking of substantially the same entity, which they happen to see 
from different perspectives. Dialogue thus provides a style of 
approach which allows these perspectives to be pooled, leading to 
the generation of a cumulative perception which transcends the 
particularities of each, and thus allows each participant to go away 
enriched and informed. In the context of inter-religious dialogue, 
the approach is often compared to a king and his courtiers, who 
amuse themselves by arranging for blind people to feel different 
parts of an elephant. Their very different reports on what they felt, 
though superficially irreconcilable, can easily be harmonized as 
different perspectives on the same greater reality. As John Hick 
puts it — using, it must be noted, strongly ethnocentric Kantian 
categories which adherents of non-western religions find totally 
inappropriate - the religions could be understood as ‘different 
phenomenal experiences of the one divine noumenon; or in another 
language different experiential transformations of the same 
transcendent informational input’.”' Each perspective is genuine and 
valid; on its own, it is, however, inadequate to describe the greater 
reality of which it is but part. 

But how appropriate is this mode of discourse in general, and 
this analogy in particular, to an understanding of the relation 
between the religions of the world? Lesslie Newbigin makes a 
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vitally important observation which needs to be weighed carefully, 
in relation to an often-cited analogy for the relation of the religions. 


In the famous story of the blind men and the elephant . . . the 
real point of the story is constantly overlooked. The story is 
told from the point of view of the king and his courtiers, who 
are not blind but can see that the blind men are unable to grasp 
the full reality of the elephant and are only able to get hold of 
part of it. The story is constantly told in order to neutralize the 
affirmations of the great religions, to suggest that they learn 
humility and recognize that none of them can have more than 
one aspect of the truth. But, of course, the real point of the 
story is exactly the opposite. If the king were also blind, there 
would be no story. The story is told by the king, and it is the 
immensely arrogant claim of one who sees the full truth, which 
all the world’s religions are only groping after. It embodies the 
claim to know the full reality which relativizes all the claims of 
the religions.” 


Newbigin brings out the potential arrogance of any claim to be able 
to see all the religions from the standpoint of one who sees the full 
truth. For someone to assert that she or he sees the big picture, 
while Christians and others see only part, amounts to imperialism, 
unless it can be shown to be universally available, a public 
knowledge which is open to general scrutiny and critical evaluation. 

The claim to privileged access to a total and comprehensive 
knowledge of reality is generally treated with intense scepticism, 
not least on account of its clear lack of empirical foundations, and 
its resistance to verification or falsification. There is general 
agreement that there is no privileged position from which the ‘big 
picture’ can be seen. Writers such as John Hick have insisted that 
the obvious differences between the world ‘religions’ are due to 
their different perceptions of ‘the Real’. Yet no empirical evidence 
of any substance has been offered for this assertion. It makes just as 
much sense to say that the religions are different, and should be 
respected for that - or, for that matter, that some are simply 
wrong. Ninian Smart, who is committed to documenting the 
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observable phenomena of religion rather than forcing it into 
preconceived moulds, stresses that the ‘judgement as to whether 
there is a basic common core of religious experience must be based 
on the facts, and not determined a priori by theology’. On adopting 
this phenomenological approach, he argues that it is quite 
unreasonable to think that ‘there is sufficient conceptual 
resemblance between God and nirvana (as conceived in Theravada 
Buddhism) to aver that the Theravadin and Christian are 
worshipping the same God (for one thing, the Theravadin is not 
basically worshipping)’ .? Similarly, Buddhist writers themselves are 
intensely resistant to the suggestion that Taoism, Confucianism and 
Buddhism are just different roads up the same mountain.” 

Lesslie Newbigin, commenting on the related views of Wilfrid 
Cantwell Smith, makes much the same point: 


It 1s clear that in Smith’s view ‘The Transcendent’ is a purely 
formal category. He, she, or it may be conceived in any way 
that the worshipper may choose. There can therefore be no 
such thing as false or misdirected worship, since the reality to 
which it is directed is unknowable. Smith quotes as ‘one of the 
theologically most discerning remarks that I know’ the words 
of the Yogavasistha: ‘Thou art formless. Thy only form is our 
knowledge of Thee’. Any claim for uniqueness made for one 
concept of the Transcendent, for instance the Christian claim 
that the Transcendent is present in fullness in Jesus (Colossians 
1:19), is to be regarded as wholly unacceptable. There are no 
criteria by which different concepts of the Transcendent may 
be tested. We are shut up to a total subjectivity: the 
Transcendent is unknowable.” 


Until and unless the ‘full reality which relativizes all the claims of 
the religions’ 1s made publicly available and subjected to intense 
empirical analysis, the claim that all the religions somehow 
instantiate its various aspects is little more than an unverified claim 
without any legitimate basis. Indeed, it represents both an 
unverifiable and unfalsifiable claim, an intrusion into the world of 
speculation rather than solid empirical research. How does John 
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Hick know that the religions are just ‘different phenomenal 
experiences of the one divine noumenon; or in another language 
different experiential transformations of the same transcendent 
informational input’? How could he demonstrate this to an 
unbiased audience? 

Discussions about religious pluralism have been seriously 
hindered by a well-meaning but ultimately spurious mindset which 
is locked into the ‘we’re all saying the same thing really’ 
worldview, which suppresses or evades the differences between 
faiths in order to construct some artificial theory which accounts 
for commonalities. The deliberate suppression or evasion of 
differences is academically unacceptable, and cannot be tolerated by 
any concerned to do justice to the religions of the world as they are 
viewed by their own adherents, rather than in the artificially 
reconstructed versions of these faiths which emerge from the 
homogenizing tendencies of scholars of religion. 

In an important recent study, Yale theologian Kathryn Tanner 
argues that liberal pluralist theology has succumbed to ‘colonialist 
discourse’,”* by attempting to reduce the religions to manifestations 
of the same transcendental impulses, or to minimize their 
differences for the sake of theoretical neatness: 


Pluralist generalizations about what all religions have in 
common conflict with genuine dialogue, in that they prejudge 
its results. Commonalities, which should be established in and 
through a process of dialogue, are constructed ahead of time by 
pluralists to serve as presuppositions of dialogue. Pluralists 
therefore close themselves to what people of other religions 
might have to say about their account of these commonalities. 
Moreover . . . a pluralist focus on commonalities slights 
differences among the religions of the world. The pluralists’ 
insistence on commonalities as a condition of dialogue shows an 
unwillingness to recognize the depth and degree of diversity 
among religions, or the positive importance of them.” 


In addition, Tanner makes the point that pluralists conceal the 
‘particularities of their own perspectives by claiming to form 
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generalizations about the religions of the world’. Apart from being 
untrue, Tanner remarks, this approach ‘brings pluralist theorists of 
religion close to the kind of absolutism that it is part of their own 
project to avoid.” 

It is perfectly obvious that differences exist among the religions 
of the world, whether one looks at matters of historical 
interpretation or of doctrinal exposition. The New Testament is 
emphatic: Jesus died on a cross. The Qur’an is equally emphatic: he 
did not. There are two major views on this matter within Islam. 
The orthodox view is that Jesus was neither killed by the Jews, nor 
crucified ‘although it seemed so to them’ (shubbiha la-hum), but that 
he was translated to heaven, with some other unnamed person 
taking his place on the cross.” The phrase ‘it seemed so to them’ 
would thus bear the sense of either ‘the Jews thought that Jesus 
died on the cross’ or ‘the Jews thought that the person on the cross 
was Jesus’. 

The second view, found in the translation of this sura in the 
version of the Qur’an assoctated with the Ahmadiyya movement, 
both Lahori and Qadiyani, does not exclude the placing of Jesus on 
the cross, but explicitly denies that he died on the cross.*° The 
Ahmadis (who are regarded as heretical by mainstream Sunnis) 
argue that Jesus recovered from his wounds in the tomb, before 
eventually making his way to Kashmir, where he finally died.*! 

The fundamental importance of this point is totally beyond 
dispute. It matters decisively whether Jesus Christ died upon the 
cross, both as history and as theology. The historical aspect of the 
question is crucial: both the New Testament and the Qur’an cannot 
be right. If one is correct on this historical issue, the other is 
incorrect. For the purposes of stating this point, it does not matter 
which is correct; the simple fact is that both cannot be true.” The 
theological aspects of the matter are also beyond dispute. If Jesus 
did not die on the cross, an entire series of distinctively and 
authentically Christian beliefs is called into question. As the 
Ahmadi writer Muhammad Zafrulla Khan (1893-1985) commented, 
“Once it is established that Jesus did not die on the cross, there was 
no accursed death, no bearing of the sins of mankind, no 
resurrection, no ascension and no atonement. The entire structure 
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of church theology is thereby demolished.” Even allowing for the 
generally anti-Christian tone of Ahmadi writings, the point being 
made is significant: if Jesus Christ did not die on the cross, there is 
no Christian gospel. 

Here, then, is a simple case of disagreement on a matter - an 
important matter — of history. This is brought out clearly by Hans 
Kiing, in many ways one of the most liberal of recent Roman 
Catholic writers. Yet Küng refuses to allow his liberal 
precommitment to influence the undeniable fact that Christianity 
is different from other faiths. For Küng, a vitally important 
distinctive element is the cross of Jesus Christ.** 

We now need to bring out more clearly a decisive point for 
determining what is specifically Christian, which hitherto has 
caused difficulties not only for Jews and Muslims and the adherents 
of other religions, but also for many Christians: the significance of 
the cross as a distinguishing mark of Christians. Already at this 
juncture it becomes abundantly clear that the popular verdict that 
all religions and their ‘founders’ are the same is an untenable 
prejudice. If one merely compares the deaths of the founders, the 
differences are unmistakable: Moses, Buddha and Kung-Fu-Tse all 
died at a good old age, after rich success, among their disciples and 
followers, ‘full of life’ like the patriarchs of Israel; Muhammed even 
in the arms of his favourite wife after enjoying a good life in his 
harem. And Jesus of Nazareth? He died as a young man after an 
amazingly brief period of at best three years, perhaps only a few 
months; betrayed and denied by his disciples and followers; mocked 
and scorned by his opponents; abandoned by God and his fellow 
human beings in the most abominable and thorough rite of dying, 
which according to Roman jurisprudence could not be afflicted on 
criminals who were Roman citizens, but only on slaves and 
political rebels: the cross. 

To deny that Christianity and Islam are in disagreement over 
some such fundamental issue would appear to amount to replacing 
reasoned argumentation with special pleading and petulant 
assertion.” Honest disagreement is no sin. Furthermore, a 
willingness to recognize differences removes the most basic criticism 
directed against inter-faith dialogue: that it is not prepared to 
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acknowledge genuine differences. Only someone of highly 
questionable intellectual integrity would argue that it is true both 
that ‘Jesus did die on the cross’ and that ‘Jesus did not die on the 
cross’. Differences must be acknowledged, and their implications 
explored. 

Consider the dialogue between Jews and Christians, with which 
I have been involved personally. In an important recent study, the 
distinguished Jewish writer Jacob Neusner has argued that, as a 
matter of fact, there has been no Jewish-Christian dialogue, in that 
the central belief of each faith - the doctrine of the incarnation in 
the case of Christianity, and the divine vocation of Israel in the case 
of Judaism - has been evaded by those engaged in such 
discussions.” Can this be real dialogue, he asks, if there has been a 
failure to face up to such clear and overt differences? Why is it that 
such interfaith discussions seek to establish points of agreement, and 
pass over such major differences? 

In part, the answer to his question is simple: the purpose of 
such dialogue is usually to establish commonalities, in order to 
enhance mutual understanding and respect in a highly polarized 
modern world, in which religious differences are of substantial 
political importance - a point stressed by Gilles Kepel, of the 
Institute of Political Studies in Paris.” Yet this entirely 
praiseworthy goal has its more negative side. It can all too easily 
lead to the deliberate suppression of differences, in the interests of 
harmony. It is entirely proper that the religions of the world 
should be recognized as disagreeing with each other in matters of 
their beliefs. Christianity regards God’s final self-revelation as 
having taken place in Jesus Christ; Islam regards it as having taken 
place through Muhammed. Although agreed on the idea of a final 
revelation of God, the two religions happen to differ fundamentally 
and irreconcilably, both on the specific mode of revelation and on 
its content. Christians insist Jesus was crucified; Moslems insist he 
was not. If the religious believer actually believes something, then 
disagreement is inevitable - and proper. As the distinguished 
American philosopher Richard Rorty remarked, nobody ‘except the 
occasional cooperative freshman’ really believes that ‘two 
incompatible opinions on an important topic are equally good’.*® 
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It is no crime to disagree with someone. It is, however, 
improper to suppress or evade such differences on account of an a 
priori belief that no such differences can exist. George Lindbeck has 
written of the liberal tendency to ‘homogenize’ everything; the 
approach adopted here is to honour and respect genuine differences, 
and seek to explore their implications. There is no place for an 
intellectual dishonesty which refuses to acknowledge, for example, 
that Christians worship and adore Jesus Christ as Lord and Saviour, 
whereas Muslims regard the Qur’an as the authoritative word of 
God and Muhammed as his prophet. Both religions are committed 
to evangelism and conversion (to use two Christian terms which 
have no exact parallels within Islam), in the belief that they are 
correct; neither regards their mutual differences as a threat to their 
distinctiveness. For Islam, Christianity is different - and wrong. 

One of the most serious difficulties which arises from John 
Hick’s model is that it is not individual religions which have access 
to truth; it is the western liberal pluralist, who insists that each 
religion must be seen in the context of others, before it can be 
evaluated. As many have pointed out, this means that the western 
liberal doctrine of religious pluralism is defined as the only valid 
standpoint for evaluating individual religions. Hick has set at the 
centre of his system of religions a vague and undefined idea of ‘the 
Eternal One’, which seems to be little more than a vague liberal 
idea of divinity, carefully defined - or, more accurately, deliberately 
not defined, to avoid the damage that precision entails - to include 
at least something from all of the major world religions Hick feels 
it is worth including. 

Yet is not this approach shockingly imperialist? Hick’s 
implication is that it is only the educated western liberal academic 
who can really understand all the religions. Their adherents may 
naively believe that they have access to the truth; in fact, only the 
western liberal academic has such privileged access, which is denied 
to those who belong to and practise such religion. Despite not 
being a Buddhist, Hick is able to tell the Buddhist what he or she 
really believes (as opposed to what they think they believe). 
Perhaps one of the most astonishing claims made by liberals in this 
respect can be found in The Myth of Christian Uniqueness, in which 
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a number of contributors - such as Paul Knitter, Langdon Gilkey, 
Rosemary Radford Ruether and Tom Driver - assert that all the 
religious traditions can share a common outlook on justice and 
liberation. This arrogant imposition of political correctness upon 
the world religions glosses over the patently obvious fact that the 
world religions have differed - and continue to differ - significantly 
over social and political matters, as much as over religious ideas. 


An evangelical approach to religions and salvation 


If a naive pluralism has gained the upper hand in the academic 
world, it is partly because evangelicals have allowed it to do so, by 
failing to articulate a credible, coherent and convincing and 
Christian interpretation of the place of the world religions,” and to 
ensure that this is heard and noticed in the public arena. Earlier, I 
stressed the importance of developing a framework to make sense 
of, and evaluate, the place and ideas of other religions. Carl E. 
Braaten makes this point as follows: 


For Christian theology, the religions cannot establish their 
meaning in a final way apart from the light that falls on them 
from the gospel: that is, we know what we know about what 
God is doing in them in the light of Christ; otherwise, we 
would not know what sense to make of them. Some definite 
perspective needs to guide our interpretations and 
appropriations." 


Evangelicalism can offer such a ‘definite perspective’, which is 
rigorously grounded in the Christian doctrines of creation and 
redemption. The first insight encountered by the reader of Scripture 
is that God created the world. Is it therefore surprising that this 
creation should bear witness to him? Or that the height of his 
creation, human nature, should carry a recognizable imprint of his 
nature?” And that this imprint might have considerable value as a 
starting-point for understanding the religious impulse of the human 
race? Through the grace of God, the creation is able to point to its 
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creator. Through the generosity of God, we have been left with a 
latent memory of him, capable of stirring us to recollect him in his 
fullness. Although there is a fracture, a disjuncture, between the 
ideal and the empirical, between the realms of fallen and redeemed 
creation, the memory of that connection lives on, along with the 
intimation of its restoration through redemption. 

Yet the Christian doctrine of redemption affirms that human 
nature, as we now see and know it, is not human nature as God 
intended it to be. It forces us to draw a sharp dividing-line between 
pristine and fallen human nature - between the ideal and the real, 
the prototype and the actual. The image of God in us is marred, 
but not destroyed. We continue to be the creatures of God, even if 
we are nonetheless the fallen creatures of God. We have been 
created for the presence of God; yet, on account of our sin, that 
presence is but a dream. What should have been filled with the 
knowledge, glory and presence of God instead lies empty. 

There is thus a fractured relationship with God and an 
unfulfilled receptivity towards God within us. Creation establishes 
a potentiality, which sin frustrates - yet the hurt and pain of that 
frustration live on in our experience. It is this very sense of 
emptiness which, in itself, underlies the idea of a point of contact. 
We are aware that something is missing. We may not be able to put 
a name to it. We may not be able to do anything about it. But the 
Christian gospel is able to interpret our sense of longing, our 
feeling of unfulfilment, as an awareness of the absence of God - and 
thus to prepare the way for its fulfilment. Once we realize that we 
are incomplete, that we lack something, then we begin to wonder 
if that spiritual emptiness could be filled. It is this impulse which 
underlies the human quest for religious fulfilment - a quest which 
the gospel turns upside down through its declaration that we have 
been sought out by the grace of God. 

It is precisely this idea which lies behind the famous words of 
Augustine: ‘You have made us for yourself, and our hearts are 
restless until they rest in you.’ The doctrines of creation and 
redemption combine to interpret this sense of dissatisfaction and 
lack of fulfilment as a loss - a loss of fellowship with God - which 
can be restored. They yield a picture of a broken human nature, 
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which still possesses an ability to be aware of its loss, and to hope 
that it might be restored. There is a natural point of contact for the 
gospel, grounded in the frustration of human nature to satisfy itself 
by its own devices. Augustine captured this idea perfectly when he 
spoke of the ‘loving memory” of God. It is a memory of God, in 
that it is grounded in the doctrines of creation and redemption, 
which affirm that we have partially /ost something through sin - 
and are somehow made aware of that loss through grace. It is a 
loving memory, in that it is experienced as a sense of divine 
nostalgia, of spiritual wistfulness. There is a thirst to have more of 
that which we already have only in part. 

The point of contact is thus an awareness or consciousness of 
the past presence of God and the present impoverishment of that 
presence, sufficient to stir us to will to recollect it in its totality, 
through the grace of God. It is a trigger, a stimulus, a foretaste of 
what is yet to come, and a disclosure of the inadequacy and poverty 
of what we now have. To use Augustine’s vocabulary, the point of 
contact is a latent memory of God, reinforced by an encounter 
with his creation, which possesses the potential to point us to the 
source through which its sense of bitter-sweet longing may be 
satisfied. 

Here, then, is a definite interpretative framework, firmly 
grounded in Scripture and the Christian tradition, which aims to 
make sense of much of human religious experience. A fundamental 
impulse which seems to lie behind religious experience - the quest 
for the transcendent = can be accounted for within the framework 
of Christian theology. It is not my intention to develop this point 
further, simply because space does not permit. But my basic 
contention is that the gospel itself enables us to understand why the 
various religious traditions of humanity exist, and why there might 
well be at least some degree of convergence among them in relation 
to a search for fulfilment. That degree of convergence can be 
theologically justified, and must be apologetically exploited. 

So what approach may be adopted to the salvific place of 
Christianity within the world religious situation? The most helpful 
starting-point is to consider the notion of ‘salvation’ itself. The 
Christian notion of ‘salvation’ is complex and highly nuanced. The 
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controlling images which are used in the New Testament to 
articulate its various aspects include terms and concepts drawn from 
personal relationships, physical healing, legal transactions and 
ethical transformation. Yet amid this rich diversity of 
understandings of the nature of salvation, one factor remains 
constant: however salvation is to be understood, it is grounded in 
the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.” 

Salvation is a possibility only on account of Jesus Christ. The 
early Christians had no hesitation in using the term ‘saviour’ 
(Greek: sotér) to refer to Jesus Christ, despite the fact that this term 
was already widely used within the complex and diverse religious 
context in which the gospel first emerged. For the New Testament 
writers, Jesus was the only saviour of humanity. On the basis of the 
evidence available to the New Testament writers, this conclusion 
seemed entirely proper and necessary. The evidence concerning 
Jesus needed to be interpreted in this direction, and was thus 
interpreted. 

This does not, however, mean that the first Christians thought 
that Jesus as soter offers the same sotéria as others who bore this 
title before him. In classical Greek religion, Poseidon and the 
Dioskouroi were all acclaimed as sotéres;*® yet the ‘salvation’ in 
question appears to have been conceived in terms of temporal 
deliverance from a present threat, rather than any notion of eternal 
salvation. 

The New Testament thus affirms the particularity of the 
redemptive act of God in Jesus Christ.” The early Christian 
tradition, basing itself upon the New Testament, reaffirmed this 
particularity. While allowing that God’s revelation went far beyond 
Jesus Christ (in that God made himself known to various extents 
through such means as the natural order of creation, and human 
conscience and civilization), the general knowledge of God was not 
understood to entail universal salvation. John Calvin stated the 
various styles of knowledge of God available to humanity when he 
drew his celebrated distinction between a ‘knowledge of God the 
creator’ and a ‘knowledge of God the redeemer’.** The former was 
universally available, mediated through nature and (in a fuller and 
more coherent manner) Scripture; the latter, which alone 
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constituted a distinctively Christian knowledge of God, was made 
known only through Jesus Christ, as he is revealed in Scripture. 
Thus Calvin would have had no problems in allowing, for example, 
both Jews and Muslims to have access to a knowledge of God as 
creator; the particular and distinctively Christian understanding of 
God relates to knowing him as redeemer, rather than as creator 
alone. 

Calvin here expresses a longstanding consensus within Christian 
theology that knowledge of God may be had outside the Christian 
tradition. Within the Reformed tradition, the general position of 
Calvin has been maintained, despite the vigorous challenge of Karl 
Barth, who insisted that no knowledge of God was available or 
possible outside Christ, thus shifting from a Christocentric to a 
Christomonist position. The strong tradition of natural theology 
within the Reformed tradition points to a belief, grounded in 
Scripture, that God has not left himself without witnesses in the 
world, whether in nature itself, classical philosophy, or other 
religions.” For example, Romans 1:18-32 clearly implies that divine 
revelation took place in human history, culture and experience 
prior to the coming of Jesus Christ, and indicates that this may be 
regarded as a preparation for the gospel (praeparatio evangelica) 
itself. 

The same general principle is maintained in Lutheran 
dogmatics, and is often expressed in terms of the distinction 
between Deus absconditus and Deus revelatus. As Carl E. Braaten 
points out, the Lutheran tradition recognizes a twofold structure 
within the revelation of God: the hidden God of creation and law 
(Deus absconditus) and the revealed God of covenant and gospel 
(Deus revelatus).°° A similar approach is also associated with the 
Second Vatican Council.*' In allowing knowledge of God outside 
the specifically Christian community, I am not saying anything 
new, remarkable or particularly controversial but merely reiterating 
a longstanding consensus within Christian theology. 

Nevertheless, some correctives must immediately be added, as 
follows. 

1. The Christian tradition bears witness to a particular 
understanding of ‘God’, and cannot be merged into the various 
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concepts of divinity found in other religions. To allow that 
something may be known of God in non-Christian religions is not 
to say that every aspect of their understandings of God is consistent 
with Christianity, or that every aspect of the Christian 
understanding of God is found in other religions. We are talking 
about ‘points of contact’ and occasional convergences, not identity 
nor even fundamental consistent agreement. 

2. In the Christian understanding, factual or cognitive 
knowledge of God is not regarded as saving in itself. As Søren 
Kierkegaard pointed out in his Unscientific Postscript, it is perfectly 
possible to know about the Christian understanding of God 
without being a Christian.” Knowledge of God is one thing; 
salvation is another. To allow that something may be known of 
God in non-Christian religions is not to imply that ‘salvation’, in 
the Christian understanding of that term, is available through them. 

3. Furthermore, the notion of ‘salvation’ varies considerably 
from one religion to another. In the native religions of west Africa 
in particular, for example, there is often no discernible transcendent 
element associated with their notions of salvation. A certain laziness 
in dealing with English translations of the religious writings of 
other faiths, especially those originating from India and China, has 
allowed the rise of the assumption that all religions share common 
ideas of ‘salvation’. In fact, the English term ‘salvation’ is often used 
to translate Sanskrit or Chinese terms with connotations and 
associations quite distinct from the Christian concept. These 
divergences are masked by the process of translation, which often 
suggests a degree of convergence which is absent in reality. So 
important are these points that they will be explored in more 
detail. 


The Christian understanding of ‘God’ 


There was a period when there was some sympathy for the idea 
that mutual understanding among the world’s religions would be 
enhanced if Christians accepted a kind of ‘Copernican revolution’ 
in which they stopped regarding Jesus Christ as of central 
importance, and instead began to focus their attention on God. 
Being God-centred, we were assured, would be more helpful than 
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being Christ-centred. The attraction of this model has since 
diminished substantially, as the relative poverty of both its 
intellectual foundations and its practical consequences has become 
increasingly clear. John Hick once argued that all religions should 
be seen as planets orbiting the sun. However, writing from an 
Indian perspective, Raimundo Panikkar criticizes this notion, and 
argues for a total displacement of ‘God’ or ‘the absolute’ from such 
a centre. Instead, each religion is to be viewed as a galaxy in its 
own right, turning reciprocally around other such galaxies.” In 
other words, each religion is distinctive. 

In the end, an incarnational Christology is now seen as a 
serious barrier to inter-religious understanding only in the sense 
that the Qur’an is also a barrier. Both are integral to the faiths in 
question. To eliminate them would be radically to alter these faiths, 
assisting inter-faith reconciliation only to the extent that it 
destroyed the distinctiveness of the religions in question. But what 
authority does the pluralist have to take such an abusive approach, 
which inflicts violence upon the integrity of these systems? This 
may be a hypothetical possibility in academic seminar rooms; in the 
real world, we must learn to live with conflicts between such 
defining and distinctive characteristics of faiths, rather than attempt 
to smooth them down. The religions are not putty to be moulded 
by pluralist ideologues, but living realities which demand respect 
and honour. 

It is a simple matter of fact that traditional Christian theology 
is strongly resistant to the homogenizing agenda of religious 
pluralists, not least on account of its high Christology.” The 
suggestion that all religions are more or less talking about vaguely 
the same ‘God’ finds itself in difficulty in relation to certain 
essentially Christian ideas - most notably, the doctrines of the 
incarnation and the Trinity. For example, if God is Christ-like, as 
the doctrine of the divinity of Christ affirms in uncompromising 
terms, then the historical figure of Jesus, along with the witness to 
him in Scripture, becomes of foundational importance to 
Christianity. Such distinctive doctrines are embarrassing to those 
who wish to debunk what they term the ‘myth of Christian 
uniqueness’, who then proceed to demand that Christianity should 
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abandon doctrines such as the incarnation, which imply a high 
profile of identification between Jesus Christ and God, in favour of 
various ‘degree Christologies’, which are more amenable to the 
reductionist programme of liberalism. In much the same way, the 
idea that God is in any sense disclosed or defined Christologically 
is set to one side, on account of its theologically momentous 
implications for the identity and significance of Jesus Christ - 
which liberal pluralism finds an embarrassment. Let us turn to 
consider these two points. 

First, the idea of the incarnation is rejected, often dismissively, 
as a myth.” Thus John Hick and his collaborators reject the 
incarnation on various logical and common-sense counts - yet fail 
to deal with the question of why Christians should have developed 
this doctrine in the first place.” There is an underlying agenda to 
this dismissal of the incarnation, and a central part of that agenda 
is the elimination of the sheer distinctiveness of Christianity. A 
sharp distinction is thus drawn between the historical person of 
Jesus Christ, and the principles which he is alleged to represent. 
Paul Knitter is but one of many pluralist writers concerned to drive 
a wedge between the ‘Jesus-event’ (unique to Christianity) and the 
‘Christ-principle’ (accessible to all religious traditions, and expressed 
in their own distinctive, but equally valid, ways). 

It is fair, and indeed necessary, to enquire concerning the 
pressure for such developments, for a hidden pluralist agenda 
appears to govern the outcome of this Christological assault - a 
point made in a highly perceptive critique of Hick’s incarnational 
views from the pen of Wolfhart Pannenberg. ‘Hick’s proposal of 
religious pluralism as an option of authentically Christian theology 
hinges on the condition of a prior demolition of the traditional 
doctrine of the incarnation.’ Hick, Pannenberg notes, assumes that 
this demolition has already taken place, and chides him for his 
excessive selectivity - not to mention his lack of familiarity with 
recent German theology! - in drawing such a conclusion.” 

It is also highly significant that the pluralist agenda forces its 
advocates to adopt heretical views of Christ in order to meet its 
needs. In an effort to fit Jesus into the mould of the ‘great religious 
teachers of humanity’ category, the Ebionite heresy has been 
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revived, and made politically correct. Jesus is one of the religious 
options available among the great human teachers of religion. 

Second, the idea that God is in some manner made known 
through Christ has been dismissed. Captivated by the image of a 
‘Copernican revolution’ (probably one of the most overworked and 
misleading phrases in recent writings in this field), pluralists demand 
that Christians move away from a discussion of Christ to a 
discussion of God - yet fail to recognize that the ‘God of the 
Christians’ (Tertullian) might be rather different from other 
divinities, and that the doctrine of the Trinity spells out the nature 
of that distinction. The loose and vague talk about ‘God’ or 
‘Reality’ found in much pluralist writing is not a result of 
theological sloppiness or confusion. It represents a deliberate 
rejection of authentically and distinctive Christian insights into 
God, in order to suggest that Christianity, to rework a phrase of 
the English deist writer Matthew Tindal (1656-1733), is simply the 
republication of the religion of nature.” It is thus a considered 
response to the recognition that for Christians to talk about the 
Trinity is to speak about a specific God (not just ‘deity’ in general), 
who has chosen to make himself known in a highly particular 
manner in and through Jesus Christ. An essential part of the 
agenda of prescriptive pluralism is the elimination of any 
distinctiveness in relation to the Christian understanding of the 
nature, purposes and person of God. 

Yet human religious history shows that natural human ideas of 
the number, nature and character of the gods are notoriously vague 
and muddled. The Christian emphasis is upon the need to worship, 
not gods in general (Israel’s strictures against Canaanite religion 
being especially important here), but a God who has chosen to 
make himself known. As Robert Jenson has persuasively argued, 
the doctrine of the Trinity is an attempt to spell out the identity of 
this God, and to avoid confusion with rival claimants to this title.® 
The doctrine of the Trinity defines and defends the particularity 
and distinctiveness and ultimately the uniqueness of the ‘God of the 
Christians’. The New Testament gives a further twist to this 
development through its language about ‘the God and Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ’, locating the identity of God in the actions and 
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passions of Jesus Christ. To put it bluntly: for Christians, God is 
Christologically disclosed. 

This point is of considerable importance. Most western religious 
pluralists appear to work with a concept of God which is shaped 
by the Christian tradition, whether this is openly acknowledged or 
not. For example, appeal is often made to the notion of a gracious 
and loving God by pluralists. Yet this is a distinctively Christian 
notion of God, which is ultimately grounded and substantiated in 
Jesus Christ. There is no such thing as a ‘tradition-independent 
notion of God’. Even Kant’s idea of God, allegedly purely rational 
in character and hence independent of culture, is actually 
ethnocentric. It has been deeply shaped by implicit Christian 
assumptions which were ingrained into Kant’s social matrix. As 
Gavin D’Costa has pointed out, John Hick’s concept of God, 
which plays such a significant role in his pluralist worldview, has 
been decisively shaped (whether he realizes or is prepared to admit 
this) by Christological considerations. ‘How credibly’, he asks, ‘can 
Hick expound a doctrine of God’s universal salvific will if he does 
not ground this crucial truth in the revelation of God in Christ, 
thereby bringing Christology back onto centerstage?”®! 

Pluralists have driven a wedge between God and Jesus Christ, 
as if Christians were obliged to choose between one or the other. 
As the pendulum swings towards a theocentric approach (assuming 
that the ‘god’ in question is common to all religious traditions), the 
Christology of the religious pluralists becomes reduced to negligible 
proportions. Only the lowest possible Christology within the 
Christian tradition is deemed to be worthy of acceptance in the 
modern period (the awkward fact that this Christology had been 
rejected as heretical by the early church being passed over). If the 
pluralists have some infallible source of knowledge about the nature 
and purposes of God apart from Christ, then what is the point of 
the gospel? And what kind of God is it who can be known apart 
from Christ? Are we talking about ‘the God and Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ’ (1 Pet. 1:3) at all - or about some different deity? 
An idea of God can be allowed to be ‘Christian’ only if it is 
subjected to the standard of God’s self-disclosure through Jesus 
Christ, as is made known to us through Scripture. 
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What is the relevance of this point to our theme? Salvation, in 
the Christian understanding of the notion, involves an altered 
relation with God, whether this is understood personally, 
substantially, morally or legally. But which God are we talking 
about? Old Testament writers were quite clear that ‘salvation’, as 
they understood it, was about a new relationship, not with any of 
the gods of Canaan, Philistia or Assyria, but with the one and only 
covenant God of Israel, whom they knew by the distinguishing 
personal title of ‘the Lord’. For Christianity, the notion of salvation 
explicitly includes and centres upon a relationship, inaugurated in 
time and to be consummated beyond time, with none other than 
the ‘God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ’. We are thus dealing 
with a highly particularized notion of salvation, as will become 
clear later in this section. 


The place of Jesus Christ in salvation 


We have already touched upon the importance of Jesus Christ in 
relation to the Christian understanding of God, and the pluralist 
tendency which ends up, as the Harvard theologian Harvey Cox 
puts it, ‘soft-pedalling the figure of Jesus himself’. For Cox - once 
regarded as one of the most radical theologians of the 1960s - the 
most appropriate way for Christians to engage in meaningful inter- 
faith dialogue is to begin by recognizing that ‘Jesus is, in some ways 
the most particularistic element of Christianity’. Cox here makes 
the point that there is a need to begin from something concrete and 
historical, rather than some abstract symbol. And for Christians, 
this particularistic element is Jesus Christ. Christian theology, 
spirituality and above all Christian worship are strongly Christ- 
focused. 

The New Testament, which endorses and legitimates this 
Christocentrism, does not merely regard Jesus Christ as expressive 
of a divine salvation, which may be made available in other forms. 
He is clearly understood to be constitutive of that salvation. In the 
Christian tradition, Jesus is viewed as more than Rasul (‘the sent 
one’, to use the fundamental Muslim definition of the sequence of 
prophets culminating in Muhammed). He is seen as the one who 
establishes as much as the one who is sent - a prophet and a 
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saviour. Pluralists have a number of options here, from declaring 
that the New Testament is simply mistaken on this point (which 
precludes a serious claim to be Christian), to suggesting that the 
New Testament affirmations may be true for Christians, but have 
no binding force in this respect extra muros ecclesiae (outside the 
bounds of the church). Yet the New Testament clearly regards 
Jesus Christ as, at least potentially, the saviour of the world, not 
simply of Christians, thus pointing to the strongly universal 
character of his saving work. 


The nature of salvation 


In an important study, John Hick has argued that there is a 
common core structure to all religions, which ‘are fundamentally 
alike in exhibiting a soteriological structure. That is to say, they are 
all concerned with salvation/liberation/enlightenment/ fulfilment.’ 
However, it may reasonably be observed that these concepts of 
salvation are conceived in such radically different ways, and are 
understood to be established or attained in such different manners, 
that only someone who was doggedly determined, as a matter of 
principle, to treat them as aspects of the same greater whole would 
have sufficient intellectual flexibility to do so. Do Christianity and 
Satanism really have the same understandings of salvation? My 
Satanist acquaintances certainly do not think so. In fact, Satanists 
accept that there is a God, but choose to worship his antithesis. 
This dualism hardly bodes well for a pluralist theory of the 
religions. 

A more neutral observer, relieved from the necessity of insisting 
that all religions of the world are basically the same, might 
reasonably suggest that they do not merely offer different ways of 
achieving and conceptualizing salvation; they offer different 
‘salvations’ altogether. The Rastafarian vision of a paradise in which 
blacks are served by menial whites; the Homeric notion of 
Tartaros; the old Norse concept of Valhalla; the Buddhist vision of 
nirvana; the Christian hope of resurrection to eternal life - all are 
obviously different. How can all the routes to salvation be equally 
‘valid’ when the goals to be reached in such different ways are so 
obviously quite unrelated? 
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`~ As noted above, there is enormous variation within the 
religions in relation to the nature of salvation. Christian 
conceptions of salvation focus on the establishment of a relationship 
between God (in the Christian sense of the term) and his people, 
and use a variety of images to articulate its various aspects. 
Underlying these convergent images of salvation is the common 
theme of ‘salvation in and through Christ’ - that is to say, that 
salvation is a possibility only on account of the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ, and that salvation is shaped in his 
likeness. As Joseph A. Di Noia, OP, comments, when Christians 
attempt to explain what the word ‘salvation’ includes, 


we find ourselves talking about the triune God; the 
incarnation, passion, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ; 
grace, sin and justification; transfiguration and divinization; 
faith, hope and charity; the commandments and the moral 
virtues; and many other characteristically Christian things as 
well. We should not be surprised if, in trying to answer a 
cognate question, a member of another religious tradition, say 
a Buddhist, should also become very specific about Nirvana and 
all that bears on its attainment. We should not be surprised, 
furthermore, if the descriptions of salvation and Nirvana do not 
coincide . . . salvation has a specific content for Christians. It 
entails an interpersonal communion, made possible by Christ, 
between human persons and the Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 
At least at first sight, this seems to be something very different 
from what Buddhists can be supposed to be seeking when they 
follow the Excellent Eightfold Path that leads them on the way 
to realizing enlightenment and the extinction of self in Nirvana. 
At least on the face of things, what Buddhists mean by 
‘Nirvana’ and what Christians mean by ‘salvation’ do not seem 
to coincide.” 


Differences between notions of salvation are also reflected in the 
worship of religious communities. Those who are attracted to the 
Buddhist notion of salvation (or, more accurately, one of the many 
such options available within the various Buddhist traditions) will 
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hardly want to become Christians, in that Christian theology, 
worship and prayer are closely interwoven with a definite series of 
beliefs concerning both the person and work of Jesus Christ. 
Christian worship reflects particular beliefs concerning the nature 
of both salvation and the saviour. Geoffrey Wainwright and others 
have emphasized the way in which theology and doxology are 
closely interconnected, making it impossible to graft, for example, 
a Buddhist idea of salvation on to a Christian worshipping 
community. In a related context, Muslims continue to be at best 
highly sceptical, and more generally intensely critical, of the 
defining Christian practice of worshipping Jesus Christ. (This 
practice is generally seen as an instance of the heresy of ittakhadha, 
by which Jesus is acknowledged to be the physical Son of God.) 

Pluralist writers occasionally point to the idea of ‘kitten 
salvation’ within Hinduism as an indication that the notion of grace 
is not distinctively Christian. The distinction between ‘kitten 
salvation’ and ‘monkey salvation’ within the bhakti marga tradition 
of Hinduism rests on the fact that a mother tigress carries her cubs, 
whereas baby monkeys have to hang on to their mothers. The idea 
of ‘kitten salvation’, specific to this form of Hinduism, is often 
appealed to as an indication of the ‘convergence’ of the religions 
over the grace of God. 

Yet the situation is not as simple as this analysis might suggest. 
The concept is not found in any of the foundational documents of 
Hinduism, dating from the vedic period (2000-600 BC, in which a 
synthesis between the polytheistic sacrificial religion of the Aryans 
and the pantheistic monism of the Upanishads took place), nor 
during the pantheistic period (600 BC - AD 300). It emerged during 
the puranic period (AD 300-1200), during which Syrian forms of 
Christianity became established in the southern regions of India, 
and is especially associated with the medieval writer Sri Ramanuja 
(c. 1050-1137). The assumption that ‘kitten salvation’ points to an 
inherent similarity between Hinduism and Christianity is 
dangerously simplistic; it might equally well illustrate the well- 
known tendency of some Hindu writers to ‘borrow’ ideas from 
Christianity. Similarities may reflect the kind of borrowing 
associated with the strongly syncretistic tendencies of some forms 
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of Hinduism; they need not reflect fundamental convergence. 

With these points in mind, let us address the question: ‘Is 
salvation possible outside Christianity?’ As a result of the writings 
of Ludwig Wittgenstein, theologians have become acutely sensitive 
to the need to establish the context in which words are used.” For 
Wittgenstein, the Lebensform (‘form of living’) within which a word 
was used was of decisive importance in establishing the meaning of 
that word. The Christian Lebensform is thus of controlling 
importance in understanding what the Christian concept of 
salvation implies, presupposes and expresses. 

As Wittgenstein himself pointed out, the same word can be 
used in a large number of senses. One way of dealing with this 
might be to invent a totally new vocabulary, in which the meaning 
of each word was tightly and unequivocally defined. But this is not 
a real option. Languages, like religions, are living entities, and 
cannot be forced to behave in such an artificial way. A perfectly 
acceptable approach, according to Wittgenstein, is to take trouble 
to define the particular sense in which a word should be 
understood, in order to avoid confusion with its many other senses. 
This involves a careful study of its associations and its use in the 
‘form of living’ to which it relates.’”? This point seems to be 
appreciated by Paul Knitter, who, noting that ‘all knowledge is 
theory-laden’, concludes that ‘each religion is speaking within its 
own language-game’.”! This use of a Wittgensteinian concept clearly 
indicates an awareness of the need to identify the use of words in 
‘language-games’ to ascertain their specific meaning within the 
tradition which employs them. ‘Salvation’ is clearly a case in point. 
Its use and associations within the Christian tradition, especially in 
worship, point to a distinctive understanding of what the Christian 
faith is understood to confer upon believers, its ultimate basis, and 
the manner in which this comes about.” 

If the term ‘salvation’ is understood to mean ‘some benefit 
conferred upon or achieved by members of a community, whether | 
individually or corporately’, all religions offer ‘salvation’. All - and 
by no means only religions - offer something. However, this is such 
a general statement that it is devoid of significant theological value. 
All religions, along with political theories such as Marxism and 


234 


evangelicalism and religious pluralism 


psychotherapeutic schools such as Rogerian therapy - may 
legitimately be styled ‘salvific’.’3 

The statement “all religions offer salvation’ is thus potentially 
little more than a tautology. Only by using the most violent of 
means can all religions be said to offer the same ‘salvation’. Respect 
for the integrity of the world’s religions demands that ‘salvation’ be 
particularized — that is to say, that the distinctive morphology of a 
religion’s understanding of salvation (including its basis, its mode of 
conveyance and appropriation, and its inherent nature) must be 
respected, and not coercively homogenized to suit the needs of 
some particular pressure group within the academy. 

The distinctive character of each religion may and must be 
affirmed: Buddhism offers one style of ‘salvation’, just as 
Christianity offers another. It is no criticism of Buddhism to 
suggest that it does not offer a specifically Christian salvation, just 
as it is not in the least imperialist to state that the Christian vision 
of salvation is not the same as the Buddhist. These differences 
reflect the simple fact that Christianity is not Buddhism. It is 
essential to respect and honour differences here, and to resist the 
ever-present temptation to force them all into the same mould. 

In the light of this approach, the following three statements 
may be set out. 

1. Christianity has a particular understanding of the nature, 
grounds and means of obtaining salvation.” And the Christian 
understanding of salvation, like the Christian notion of God, is 
Christologically determined. Just as it is illegitimate to use the term 
‘God’ in a vague and generic sense, allowing it to be understood 
that all religions share this same divinity, so it is improper to use 
the term ‘salvation’ as if it were common to all religions. 

It should be noted that inadequate English translations of the 
foundational writings of other religions often contribute to the 
homogenizing agenda of prescriptive pluralism. The English word 
‘salvation’ is often used to translate Greek, Hebrew, Arabic, 
Sanskrit and Chinese terms of considerably greater complexity than 
is appreciated. As a result, vastly different concepts are often 
translated by the same English word, suggesting an affinity between 
the writings of the religions which is actually absent in their 
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original languages and contexts, in which the words take on specific 
overtones which prohibit them from designating the same concept 
in each case. ‘Salvation’ is a particularity, not a universality. There 
is an urgent need to pay more attention to the vocabulary and 
associations of ‘salvation’ across the religions, rather than allowing 
verbal vagueness to generate theological confusion. 

2. Christianity is the only religion to offer salvation in the 
Christian sense of that term. This verbally clumsy, yet theologically 
precise, sentence acknowledges the point, stressed by Wittgenstein, 
that there is a vital need to make clear the associations of a term, 
and the particular sense in which it is being used. In that the word 
‘salvation’ is meaningless unless its context is identified, it is 
necessary to establish the ‘form of living’ which gives the word its 
distinctive meaning - in this case, the Christian world of doctrine, 
worship and hope, going back to the New Testament and 
consolidated in the Christian tradition. 

3. Salvation, in the Christian sense of that term, is proclaimed 
as a real and attractive possibility for those who are presently 
outside the Christian community. The entire enterprise of 
evangelism, now recognized to be of such vital importance to the 
Christian churches throughout the world, is directed towards the 
proclamation of this good news to the world. 


Christian salvation and the world religions 


With these three points in mind, let us return to the question of 
salvation in the religions. All religions are salvific in their own 
terms, in that they offer a particular conception of salvation. Yet I 
have stressed that there is a specifically Christian understanding of 
salvation, which is grounded uniquely in the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. To affirm that there is a distinctively 
Christian understanding of salvation is not to deny that other faiths 
offer ‘salvation’ in their own terms; it is simply to note that the 
‘salvation’ in question differs from one faith to another. In this 
sense, it is particular, not universal. It is perfectly legitimate for the 
Christian to wish to share his or her experience of and hopes 
concerning salvation with others; to do so is not to belittle others, 
but to wish to share the specifically Christian experience of 
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salvation. In a free market of ideas, the attractiveness and relevance 
of the Christian understanding of salvation will determine whether 
others wish to embrace this understanding of salvation, and by 
doing so, become Christians. 

Salvation, in its Christian sense, is thus available universally 
through the church. The Christian proclamation is that salvation is 
a universal possibility, which is not bounded by any geographical, 
cultural or social divide. It is not necessary to join a Christian 
denomination to receive God’s salvation; it is by receiving that 
salvation that one enters the church - not in the sense of a physical 
building, or even a denomination, but in the sense of the 
community of believers down the ages. In no way does Christianity 
declare that salvation is a possibility only for those inside its 
bounds. The church may indeed be thought of as the company of 
the redeemed; nevertheless, those outside its bounds are invited to 
share in the wedding banquet, on condition that they dress 
accordingly (Mt. 22:1-12). None are coerced into attending; the 
invitation is nonetheless universal. The particularity of that 
invitation (in that it rests upon the person and work of Christ) does 
not in any way conflict with its universal proclamation and appeal. 

Alongside the unequivocal affirmation of the particularity of 
God’s act of redemption in Jesus Christ, the New Testament states 
the universality of God’s saving will. It is God’s wish that all 
people shall be saved and come to a knowledge of the truth (1 Tim. 
2:4). God intends to have mercy upon all (Rom. 11:32). God does 
not want anyone to perish, but wants everyone to come to 
repentance (2 Pet. 3:9). A responsible Christian theology must be 
able to accommodate itself within the creative tension which results 
from the simultaneous New Testament affirmation of the 
particularity of the person and work of Christ, and the universality 
of the scope of his mission.” 

This tension cannot be dissolved simply by adopting a 
universalist route, declaring that all will be saved in the end.”° This 
approach has its attractions, not least because it appears to be more 
faithful to the theme of a loving God.” Yet the idea that all will be 
saved requires the inclusion of a number of additional beliefs, 
including that all will consent to be saved. What if some, wishing to 
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exercise their God-given faculty of freedom, choose to refuse that 
offer, preferring to go their own way? In such a situation, the 
doctrine of universalism asks us to envisage a situation in which 
God imposes salvation upon individuals. It is a small step from the 
optimistic affirmation that ‘all will be saved’ to the authoritarian 
pronouncement that ‘all must be saved, whether they like it or not’. 

The Christian understanding of the love of God is that of a 
vulnerable love, which is offered to us through Christ. God offers 
us himself, in the knowledge that we may refuse him. Universalism 
denies humanity the right to say ‘no’ to God. Despite its initial 
attractions, it turns out to have its decidedly darker side, in effect 
declaring that all are predestined to be saved - raising precisely the 
same problems relating to divine sovereignty and human 
responsibility associated with the approach of John Calvin, an 
approach which is not usually regarded with any great enthusiasm 
by pluralists. 


Religious Stalinism? Pluralism and the agenda of 
modernity 


The prescriptive pluralism which we have been exploring in this 
chapter is itself dependent upon and a direct consequence of the 
modernist agenda. This form of pluralism is little more than an 
intellectual satellite of the Enlightenment, inextricably linked with 
its totalizing and homogenizing agenda. Earlier, in exploring the 
intellectual contours of modernism (see pp. 163-188), we noted that 
two central themes of modernism are the following: 

1. a ‘totalizing’ urge, which insists that everything must be seen 
as an aspect of a grand theory or ‘metanarrative’; 

2. a desire to master raw material - cultural, intellectual or 
physical — to fit in with the desires of humanity. 

Both these themes can be discerned within the pluralist agenda. 
All religions are, we are told, to be viewed from the pluralist 
perspective, which alone allows them to be seen in their proper 
light. And where religions do not happen to fit in with the 
assumptions of this particular paradigm, they are forced to conform 
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- in the case of Christianity, by being placed under pressure to 
abandon its defining traditional beliefs in the resurrection and 
divinity of Jesus Christ, and the doctrine of the Trinity. This is 
tantamount to intellectual Stalinism. In making this assertion, I am 
deliberately pointing up the common modernist agenda and roots 
which underlie prescriptive pluralism, Nazism and Stalinism. All 
three are intellectual colonies of modernism, governed by the same 
rules and presumptions, even if they may vary in relation to 
matters of local detail. 

In the end, therefore, the criticisms directed by postmodernity 
against modernity apply with equal, if not greater, force to 
prescriptive religious pluralism: it is actually potentially profoundly 
oppressive, failing to take seriously the integrity of the religions. 
The belief that all religions are ultimately expressions of the same 
transcendent reality is at best illusory and at worst oppressive - 
illusory because it lacks any substantiating basis, and oppressive 
because it involves the systematic imposition of the agenda of those 
in positions of intellectual power on the religions and those who 
adhere to them. The illiberal imposition of this pluralistic 
metanarrative on religions is ultimately a claim to mastery ~ both 
in the sense of having a Nietzschean authority and power to mould 
material according to one’s own will, and in the sense of being able 
to relativize all the religions by having access to a privileged 
standpoint. As Terry Eagleton pointed out, ‘post-modernism signals 
the end of such metanarratives whose secretly terroristic function 
was to ground and legitimate the illusion of a “universal” human 
history. We are now in the process of awakening from the 
nightmare of modernity, with its manipulative reason and fetish of 
the totality, into the laid-back pluralism of the post-modern, that 
heterogeneous range of life-styles and language games which has 
renounced the nostalgic urge to totalize and legitimate itself.’”8 
Perhaps prescriptive pluralism ought to confront these questions, 
and ask itself whether it is prepared to allow Christianity to be 
Christianity, and not simply force it to be one manifestation of an 
unknown and unknowable, yet nevertheless totalizing, universal 
reality. 

The attraction of pluralism lies not so much in its claims to 
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truth (which are increasingly conceded to be remarkably elusive and 
shallow), but in its claim to foster tolerance among the religions. 
Yet this claim was also made by modernity, as in, for example, 
Lessing’s parable Nathan the Wise. For Lessing, such an ideology 
would foster the toleration of the religions;” yet for Stalin, that 
same ideology held the key to their ultimate suppression and 
elimination. Prescriptive pluralism runs precisely the same risk. 
Toleration is much more likely to result from showing respect to 
other religions, than from forcing them into an artificial framework 
which suppresses their distinctiveness in an attempt to make 
observation conform to theory. 


Conclusion 


Evangelicalism thus recognizes that Christianity exists in the midst 
of a plurality of religions, and in some regions of the world within 
a culture which wishes to treat all religions on an equal political 
footing. But it sees no need to withdraw or retreat from any of the 
core convictions of the Christian faith on account of these factors. 
Indeed, it would regard such moves as a totally improper 
capitulation to cultural pressures. Evangelicalism affirms the 
particularity of the Christian faith, and asks that its integrity should 
be respected, and that cultural pressures to homogenize its beliefs 
and claims should be resisted. As the Enlightenment mindset 
becomes increasingly distant, there are excellent reasons for insisting 
that the distinctiveness and particularity of Christianity should be 
publicly affirmed and acted upon. 
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There is now no doubt that evangelicalism is of major importance 
to the future of global Christianity.’ To outsiders, its spiritual 
dynamism and activism, coupled with the intense commitment 
which is so characteristic of individual evangelical believers and 
churches, are strongly indicative of significant long-term growth 
within the movement. Evangelicals themselves, however, would 
single out their total commitment to the gospel as the most 
fundamental reason for their present success and future potential. 
They argue that they remained faithful to the gospel during a 
period in western culture when others capitulated to social 
pressures to accommodate Christianity to the ideas and values of a 
secular worldview. Their passion for the truth of the gospel can 
now be seen to be justified. They are now reaping the rewards of 
their faithfulness. 

Perhaps such a response is a little simplistic. Part of the 
argument of this book has been that evangelicals did, as a matter of 
fact, allow their secular context to affect their thinking, as can be 
seen so clearly in the way in which Charles Hodge and Benjamin 
B. Warfield allowed the theory of language associated with ‘Scottish 
realism’ to influence their understanding of biblical authority (pp. 
168-171). Other examples could doubtless be given. Nevertheless, 
the fundamental evangelical conviction has been that it is 
imperative to remain faithful to the gospel of Jesus Christ, and to 
allow no ideas or values from outside Christianity to exercise a 
normative role within its thought or life. 

The present work has explored the issue of the intellectual 
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coherence and academic credibility of evangelicalism. If ‘academic’ 
is understood to refer to the cultural norms and values which have 
come to prevail in many western academic institutions, 
evangelicalism will have no interest in adopting or defending 
‘academic’ significance. Evangelicalism has been too busy pursuing 
its evangelistic and pastoral ministries to have much time for this 
kind of ‘academic’ concern. Yet in many quarters, the term 
‘academic’ continues to refer to intellectual coherence and 
plausibility, linked with a strong commitment to scholarship. It has 
been the concern of this work to show that, in this older sense of 
the term, evangelicalism has every reason to think of itself, and to 
be thought of, as ‘academic’. 

For some evangelicals, this will be an irrelevance. Who cares 
whether evangelicalism carries any intellectual weight? Surely the 
important thing is to win people for the Lord, and care for their 
souls. There is enormous wisdom in this comment, and it must be 
respected and honoured. It reminds us that evangelicalism must 
never be allowed to lose sight of the great challenges and joys of 
gospel ministry, or of the importance of ministering to and caring 
for ordinary people who love the Lord, yet have no interest in 
anything intellectual. It is, however, not inconsistent with this 
vision to suggest that evangelicalism also has a remarkably high 
degree of intellectual coherence, especially in the face of its rivals 
in the contemporary academic world. But why does it matter to 
point this out? What conceivable value can it have? 

Appreciating the merits and potential sophistication of 
evangelicalism in this respect is of considerable importance for 
several reasons. A simple point concerns the role of universities and 
colleges in western culture. The stereotypes of evangelicalism which 
are often offered by such establishments portray evangelicalism as 
unthinking, anti-intellectual and devoid of significance for thinking 
people. The popular success and influence of the movement are 
therefore misinterpreted in some influential academic circles as a 
direct indication of its lack of intellectual merit and sophistication. 
As a result, the social élite of tomorrow has often been saturated 
during its formative phase with anti-evangelical stereotypes. While 
protest by evangelicals against such stereotypes must continue, this 
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should be supplemented by an increasingly vigorous assertion and 
demonstration of the intellectual sophistication of the movement. 

The evangelical voice thus must be heard in academia, with 
courses on ‘evangelical theology’ and ‘evangelical spirituality’ being 
allowed to find their legitimate place in the teaching of mainline 
seminaries and colleges. Evangelicals need to appreciate this 
sophistication for themselves before they can persuade others. The 
present work has attempted to encourage this process of confidence- 
building within the movement, so that potential future evangelical 
leaders and thinkers need not feel under any legitimate pressure to 
abandon their evangelical faith on account of its alleged 
irrationalism. 

Perhaps the greatest challenge to evangelicalism in the next 
generation is to develop an increasing intellectual commitment 
without losing its roots in the life and faith of ordinary Christian 
believers. The strongly negative associations of the term ‘academic’ 
are a constant warning of the dangers of formulating a sophisticated 
theology or worldview without engaging firmly with the agenda 
and concerns of the church. It is the easiest thing in the world to 
aspire to intellectual erudition; developing this while remaining 
firmly in touch with the realities of the common Christian life is 
a somewhat more daunting task. 

Yet it remains a task which must be undertaken. 
Evangelicalism, especially in North America, has deeply populist 
roots. While this secure grounding in popular culture prevents 
evangelicalism from indulging itself in the business of academic 
scholarship for its own sake, it nevertheless means that the 
movement runs a serious risk of becoming as intellectually and 
spiritually ephemeral and shallow as that culture. Theology, 
understood as a positive and sustained engagement with the riches 
and resources of the Christian faith, offers evangelicalism the 
opportunity of supplementing its dynamic and activist populism by 
sinking deep roots, capable of nourishing and sustaining the 
movement in heart and mind. 

The ‘scandal of the evangelical mind’ (Mark Noll) lies in the 
fact that, in the recent past, evangelicals have failed to allow their 
faith to shape their understanding of the world.’ In part, the present 
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work has aimed to correct this deficiency by reassuring evangelicals 
of the coherence and viability of their beliefs. To construct an 
edifice, one must first be assured of the reliability of its 
foundations. This book has aimed to secure the public acceptance 
of the intellectual adequacy and sufficiency of evangelicalism, in 
terms both of its own internal criterta and of the alternatives in the 
modern western world. 

No longer need evangelicals feel unduly vulnerable, defensive 
or apologetic about their distinctive beliefs. They can now begin to 
apply them, and to consolidate and extend the great advances made 
in the last generation. The evangelical passion for truth must 
become a passion for the evangelical mind. Evangelicalism has made 
major contributions to shaping and renewing the life of the 
Christian church; the task of shaping and renewing the life of the 
Christian mind now awaits it. 
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